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ABSTRACT 
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO WELLNESS  
THROUGHOUT THE SEASONS OF VOCATIONAL MINISTRY 
by 
Gordon C. Grieve 
 The purpose of this study was to examine factors contributing to wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry. Through focus group discussion in four 
regions of Canada, thirty-four clergy were asked to identify obstacles and facilitators to 
wellness. Pastors described the importance of a call to ministry, the challenge of 
establishing and maintaining boundaries in a vocation with overlapping relational 
systems and measures of self-care. Obstacles to clergy wellness included unresolved 
personal issues, congregational conflict, and challenges related to ministry setting. While 
numerous factors affecting wellness are beyond the direct control of clergy, clergy in this 
study demonstrated that wellness can be promoted through intentionality on the part of 
clergy, congregations and judicatories. This study explored a possible link between 
clergy health and development of healthy, missional churches. Healthy clergy and 
congregations contribute to healthy denominations and bear witness to God’s vision of 
shalom. Such a witness is an important factor in reaching postmodern culture with the 
message of the gospel. 
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Researchers in the area of church growth have given considerable attention to the 
subject of church health in recent years. Leaders in the church health movement assure 
pastors that healthy churches will grow. Christian A. Schwarz identifies eight 
characteristics of healthy churches: intentional evangelism, mobilized laity, transforming 
discipleship, engaging worship, passionate spirituality, empowering leadership, authentic 
community, and effective structures. In reviewing Schwarz‟s eight characteristics, pastors 
evidently play a vital role in achieving these objectives. For example, a pastor who is 
struggling in his or her own walk with God will not easily lead engaging worship. A 
pastor whose spiritual passion has ebbed, or who is discouraged or depressed, will not 
easily lead a congregation into greater spiritual passion. Pastors who are feeling 
disempowered will not effectively empower others. Promoting authentic community will 
be problematic for pastors who are isolated and not experiencing nurturing relationships.  
Current emphasis on church health is a good corrective to research on the subject 
of church growth, which was the focus of the 1970s and 1980s. While the shift from 
growth to health is commendable, church health literature pays little attention to the link 
between healthy clergy and healthy churches. Healthy pastors are clearly instrumental to 
developing healthy churches (Rubietta 23). 
 Pastors are both part of and yet distinct from the congregations they serve. 
Pastors who are mandated to promote health within their congregational communities are 
often unable to access the resources and benefits of their own community fully. Leaders 
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are essential to congregational health (Steinke vii, xi):  
They are the chief stewards; they are the people who are willing to be 
accountable for the welfare of the congregation. They set a tone, invite 
collaboration, make decisions, map a direction, establish boundaries, 
encourage self-expression, restrain what threatens the integrity of the 
whole, and keep the congregation‟s direction aligned with its purposes. 
(vii) 
 
The role of leaders in governing congregational health may be likened to a human body‟s 
immune system. Just as the immune system is responsible for identifying and destroying 
pathogens, so leaders need to identify what is and is not beneficial to the welfare of the 
congregation (91). Wise, mature leaders are more important to the health of a 
congregation than the latest techniques: 
If, hypothetically, pastors were given a choice between (1) mature, 
motivated leadership or (2) no such immune system but all the latest 
programs and techniques for running an organization, without hesitation 
the wise pastors would select the leadership. (91-92) 
 
As stewards of congregational health, leaders bear witness to the salvific work of Christ 
as described by Matthew: “He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases” (Matt. 
8:17, NIV; Steinke xi).  
Causes of Pastoral Stress 
Stress in the life of pastors is the response of their whole beings to three sets of 
expectations: their own, those they place on their congregations and families, and those 
their congregations and families place on them. Stress may be caused by unrealistic goals 
or expectations of oneself or by others on oneself. When stress increases beyond one‟s 
capacity to cope, it becomes destructive (Oates 573). In addition to stress from their 
vocational and personal world, clergy experience endemic stress, pressure arising from 
the accumulation of events from the broader world. Factors such as economic recessions, 
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unemployment, terrorist acts, nuclear accidents, escalating threats of war, and war itself 
weigh down much of the world population (573). Stress affects persons mentally, 
physically, emotionally, and socially (Harbaugh and Rogers 101).  
Overlapping Systems 
In addition to stressors faced by the general population, clergy face unique 
stressors from the overlapping systems of family, congregation, and denomination: 
All clergymen and clergywomen, irrespective of faith, are simultaneously 
involved in three distinct families whose emotional forces interlock: the 
families within the congregation, our congregations, and our own. Because 
the emotional process in all of these systems is identical, unresolved issues 
in any one of them can produce symptoms in the others, and increased 
understanding of any one creates more effective functioning in all three. 
(Friedman 1) 
 
Peter L. Steinke provides the following definition of systems: 
 
A system is a collection of parts that connect and interact. Systems range 
from the cellular to the solar, from an auto‟s cooling system to the city‟s 
transit system, from genes to groups. The bits and pieces by themselves 
tell us little about a system‟s functioning. We need to see how the bits and 
pieces act on one another. (6) 
 
Examining systems within congregational life and the relationships between systems will 
assist pastors and congregational leaders in designing structures to promote wellness 
within the community. 
Paul‟s use of the metaphor “body” to describe the church is consistent with recent 
emphasis on congregations as a system: 
What the apostle Paul wanted to make clear is that the “body of Christ” is 
a whole composed of many parts, yet it functions as one. The various 
members and subsystems of a congregation interweave, much as do the 
organs of the human body with the ongoing interaction of cell, blood flow, 
nerve endings, energy sources, and waste products. (Steinke viii) 
 
The body metaphor is familiar and well accepted in congregations. In this study I will 
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demonstrate that clergy need to be seen both as ministers to the body and members of the 
body. Clergy health, and subsequently congregational health, will be enhanced as clergy 
receive ministry from the body. 
Clergy families experience a unique type of boundary ambiguity due to intrusion 
of extra-familial systems (Lee 479; Hardy 545). In Cameron Lee‟s study of seventeen 
ministry demands, the most stressful experience cited was being criticized by someone in 
a leadership position in the church. Over a six-month period, 46 percent of those 
surveyed had experienced such criticism an average of twice. Common experiences such 
as having one‟s sleep interrupted were viewed as less stressful (482). Boundary 
ambiguity between work and family may have positive or negative consequences. In a 
supportive congregational environment, ministers and their families may receive high 
degrees of social support. In other situations, it is likely that clergy families will 
experience work-related stress (488). 
 Burnout 
Clergy burnout is receiving increased attention. The concern is not unwarranted. 
A study of clergy burnout commissioned by the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod‟s 
Board of Higher Education found that approximately 40 percent of that denomination‟s 
pastors were experiencing mild to severe burnout. Many of these pastors would quit the 
ministry immediately if quitting were financially feasible. A study by Austin Seminary, 
by contrast, found a much higher level of ministerial satisfaction. Nevertheless, 74 
percent of pastors surveyed reported they had too many demands on their time. “Feeling 
drained in fulfilling my functions in my congregation” was second highest at 47 percent. 
Surprisingly, only 11 percent cited “criticism of me and what I have done” as the most 
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significant stressor (Jinkins). 
A contributing factor to burnout may be competing systems. For example, some 
pastors have a narcissistic personality and crave admiration and appreciation in part due 
to insufficient affirmation during their childhood. They receive it from their 
congregations and work even harder to receive further admiration. Congregations come 
to expect such service and demand even more. Clergy families are neglected and become 
distant and critical. Pastors are caught between demanding congregations and families 
where they receive little affirmation. They have literally reaped what they have sown. 
The excessive demands coupled with little nurturance at home leads to burnout (Olsen 
and Grosch 300-01). Stress on pastors is intensified by the CEO model with its bottom-
line criterion, which leads to physical, mental, and spiritual disintegration. Burnout, once 
primarily in the marketplace, has become more prevalent as marketplace values have 
been brought into the church (Bailey 595).  
Relational Isolation 
During the 1970s, the Association of Theological Schools (ATS) recognized a 
need to provide greater emphasis in spiritual formation of clergy. The ATS concluded 
that “the spiritual development of persons preparing for ministry … [is] a priority issue of 
major dimensions” (qtd. in Trull and Carter 18). Spiritual formation is certainly a critical 
factor in the health of vocational ministers. Spiritually fit pastors are also essential to 
spiritually fit congregations. While the importance of individual spiritual formation is 
indisputable, spiritual formation requires community (Gill 43). Individual pursuit of God 
is important but not sufficient for spiritual maturity.  
Community is a prominent theme of the New Testament. Both the Gospels and 
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Pauline Epistles frequently address relationships. Many of the ethical imperatives of the 
New Testament concern communities, not individuals.  
John Wesley recognized the importance of community to spiritual formation as 
evidenced by his organization of class meetings (Tomkins 128). The link between 
spiritual formation of individuals and community is evident in the contemporary small 
group movement within evangelical churches. Tragically, the communities pastors serve 
are often completely unaware of the level of wellness of their pastor. Regrettably, the 
situation is not much better at a judicatory level. District superintendents or other 
judicatory leaders are often unaware of the true condition of their pastors. The adage the 
“squeaky wheel gets the grease” is all too true concerning shepherding of pastors. Care 
given is rarely preventative but usually remedial in nature. Care is usually given on an 
individual basis. Judicatory leaders, whether by neglect or as a result of overwhelming 
demands, may easily overlook the welfare of pastors in need. 
Eugene Peterson gives an amusing account of preparing monthly reports for a 
denominational executive meant to give care to pastors. The first page was statistical. 
Several pages of reflection on Peterson‟s pastoral ministry followed. Convinced the 
official was not reading beyond the first page, Peterson began to experiment by writing 
increasingly serious but fictitious accounts of his ministry troubles and failures. Peterson 
was released from their supervision at the end of three years. When asked to evaluate the 
quality of supervision he received, Peterson expressed “minor disappointment” that they 
did not read beyond the first page of his reports. The denominational leaders insisted that 
each report was read carefully. Peterson responded with incredulity:  
How can that be? That time I asked for help with my drinking problem 
and you didn‟t respond. That time I got involved in a sexual adventure and 
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you didn‟t intervene. That craziness that I reported when I was using 
peyote in the Eucharist and you did nothing. (77-79)  
 
This account serves as a parable of what many pastors feel concerning the lack of 
concern they experience from their judicatory leaders. The welfare of the flock is linked 
to the welfare of the shepherd:    
Who is the pastor‟s pastor? Who gives pastoral care to the minister‟s 
spouse? How do minister and spouse find relationships of spiritual 
companionship? How do children of clergy find their unique places in the 
congregation and in the world? (Rock 34-35) 
 
The welfare of the shepherd and his or her family is an important component of 
congregational health. 
This study demonstrated that feeling a sense of belonging to a community is an 
essential component of total wellness. Pastors and their families, however, face unique 
challenges feeling a genuine part of their church communities due to the brevity of many 
of these relationships. While people such as Robert N. Bellah et al. observe the 
breakdown of community in American culture resulting from such things as the 
breakdown of the extended family and increased mobility, this situation is certainly 
nothing new to clergy:  
Clergy, and often their spouses, are in key supportive roles to members of 
their congregations. They seek to create caring and faith communities 
where parishioners have ongoing nurture and support for their lives. This 
support is so crucial that it is one of the clear priorities of pastoral 
ministry. Clergy and their spouses experience the same kinds of joy, pain 
and brokenness as their parishioners. Where do they turn when faced with 
personal problems? Who ministers to the ministers and their spouses? Do 
they find the support they need? If not, why not? If so, where do they find 
it [original emphasis]? (Gilbert 1) 
 
Although they are surrounded by people, clergy often find developing intimate 
relationships with members of their congregations to be difficult. They are often defined 
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by their office rather than by who they are as persons (Irvine 8). The creation account 
reveals that human beings are social creatures. A review of the Hebrew text demonstrates 
that humankind is plural, not singular. Genesis 1 repeatedly states, concerning various 
aspects of creation, “God saw that it was good” (Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). The 
statement, “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Gen 2:18), indicates that solitude is 
not good for humankind (Drinkard 488-89).  
Pastors express a feeling of relational isolation that extends beyond their 
congregational settings. A study of clergy in Ontario revealed that 49 percent identified 
two or less friends, defined as someone with whom they felt comfortable sharing 
personal/intimate issues. Although clergy support groups are seen as a possible means of 
addressing the relational needs of clergy (Sturtevant 588), the Ontario study revealed 
significant distrust between ministers and their colleagues. The fact that 80 percent of 
respondents admitted some degree of jealousy towards successful colleagues, led the 
researchers to conclude that, “Meaningful friendships cannot be established or 
maintained on a foundation of mistrust and competition” (Irvine 9). 
Vocational Dissatisfaction 
The increasing percentage of clergy who choose to drop out of ministry each year 
suggests a growing dissatisfaction with their profession. Twenty-five years ago a study of 
Catholic and Protestant ministers in the United States revealed that one in four priests and 
one in eight ministers dropped out of ministry each year. More recent studies estimate 
that the ratio of Protestant ministers who drop out each year has increased to one in six, 
amounting to more than fifty thousand ministers (Umidi 12-13). A study of clergy in 
Canada also reveals a high degree of dissatisfaction. In response to the statement, “I feel 
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fulfilled in ministry,” 70 percent disagreed. Unhappiness with the vocation of ministry 
was underscored by the 60 percent of respondents who revealed they had considered 
leaving ministry (Irvine 14).  
Forced Terminations 
A significant percentage of clergy who leave ministry each year do so 
involuntarily. A high number of those who are forced out do not return. One study 
revealed that nearly 30 percent of churches engaged in a pastoral search had forced the 
previous pastor to leave. Of current pastors, 25 percent have been forced out at least once 
in their ministry. Of those forced out, 40 percent did not return to ministry. Of ousted 
pastors, 62 percent were forcefully terminated by churches that had previously forced out 
one or more pastors. Although a majority of pastors were terminated for biblically sound 
reasons, 43 percent were forced out due to conflict with an influential faction within the 
church—usually seven to ten people (Umidi 14). Firing or forcing a pastor to resign does 
not only impact the pastor. Pastoral families also pay a heavy price. In 75 percent of 
terminated pastoral families, a move out of the area is necessary. Two-thirds of pastoral 
spouses are required to change jobs. One in ten pastors experience a major illness within 
a year of their termination (15). The impact of forced terminations is wide-ranging: 
Have you ever wondered what it would be like to face a major crisis in 
your life and suddenly realize that our basic network of support has been 
eliminated? That‟s what happens to pastors and their families when a 
pastor is forced out of his or her position. The forced termination problem 
has reached epidemic proportions in the churches of America. In fact, all 
ministerial staff members are at risk. (Chandler 557) 
 
Clergy families experience unique stress in part due to increasing frequency of forced 
termination. When ministers are forced to terminate, stress shoots over the top and 
overwhelms many clergy and their families (Rowatt 482). Although stress is a factor in 
Grieve 10 
all transitions, unexpected transitions are especially traumatic (Sell 15-16).  
Frequent Transitions 
Recent studies illustrate a growing trend of clergy leaving ordained ministry due 
to burnout or in response to emotional or spiritual damage. Some will never return either 
as pastors or laypersons (Jinkins). Jody Seymour gives a poignant illustration of the pain 
experienced by many in ministry. He recalls speaking at the executive session of his 
annual United Methodist Conference, following a vote on those who would be placed on 
leave of absence, involuntary location, or who had surrendered their ministerial 
credentials:   
Bishop, each year we come to this place and begin our session by standing 
to honor those of our number who have died. It is appropriate that we 
honor them, but there are others of our number who are experiencing a 
different kind of death. We quickly vote on them and pass on. These are 
ministers who have died to ministry because of different kinds of 
brokenness. They are the wounded whom we allow to die quietly while 
they somehow still live. They are casualties. When are we going to do 
something about this? How many other names are going to be read into 
our records before we start paying attention to our need for healing. (xiii) 
 
Seymour correctly identifies a prevalent problem in denominations. Failure to address the 
brokenness of many wounded clergy weakens denominations and contributes to an 
unnecessarily high degree of ministry fallout. 
The frequency of clergy transitions is a relatively recent phenomenon. In the 
eighteenth century, for example, churches and ministers entered into an agreement that 
was “sometimes legal in character but always morally binding and generally understood 
to last for the duration of the minister‟s life” (D. Wells 229). Ministers were viewed as 
having a lifetime tenure. The only justification for dismissal was unorthodox doctrine, 
neglect of duty, or immoral or criminal conduct (Gillaspie 13).  
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The frequency of transitions is a stressor for many clergy families. While transitions 
affect the entire family, the emotional toll on clergy children may be overlooked. Clergy 
children experience at least four major losses as a result of moves. They lose a sense of 
self in response to major changes, relational loss of friends at church and school, 
environmental losses of house, church, and community, and spiritual losses from their 
place of spiritual nurture (Hardy 548). 
Moral Failure 
 Jeff T. Seat, James T. Trent, and Jwa K. Kim cite several factors contributing to 
sexual misconduct among professionals, including clergy. Some people choose helping 
professions to fulfill their own needs. Feelings of superiority, grandiosity, or denial may 
also be contributing factors. Professional helpers who are emotionally distressed or 
struggling in their own marriages may have diminished self-control and be more 
vulnerable to inappropriate affection. Clergy may also be insufficiently trained in issues 
of transference and countertransference. Transference occurs when a counselee 
unconsciously redirects emotions from a previous relationship, usually from childhood, to 
a therapist. Countertransference occurs when a therapist redirects feelings to a client. 
Either situation may result in unhealthy emotional entanglement, in some cases resulting 
in sexual misconduct. The expectation that clergy provide assertive leadership may 
prevent them from admitting they have a problem (364). 
The alarming frequency of sexual misconduct is illustrated by a survey of 
Southern Bapist pastors. In this study, 6.1 percent of 277 respondents admitted to sexual 
misconduct; 5.8 percent had sexual contact with someone in their present congregation; 
4.8 percent admitted to having sexual contact with someone formerly connected with 
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their church; and, 14.1 percent acknowledged sexual behavior they considered 
inappropriate for ministers. The study also concluded that 70.4 percent of respondents 
knew of other ministers who had sexual contact with someone from their congregations, 
and 73.3 percent of pastors admitted to reading sexually provocative literature or viewing 
sexually provocative movies at some point in their lives. The frequency of sexual 
misconduct of pastors is slightly higher than that of clinical psychologists, much higher 
than that of nurses and social workers, and slightly lower than psychiatrists (Seat, Trent, 
and Kim 369). 
Moral failure among clergy is not a new phenomenon. Pastors are not exempt 
from temptation and sin. Still, such failure should not be excused. Those called to lead 
the flock should hold to a high standard of ethical behavior. The frequency of clergy 
moral failure warrants further investigation. Factors unique to clergy, such as isolation, 
the pedestal complex, lack of meaningful nurturing relationships within the Christian 
community, or lack of accountability, may be linked to pastors seeking inappropriate 
intimacy.  
Apparent increase in incidences of moral failure in ministry has renewed interest 
in ministerial ethics (Trull and Carter 11). “No vocation is as ethically demanding as the 
Christian ministry. No professional is expected to model morality as much as a minister” 
(14-15). Theological seminaries are giving more attention to spiritual formation in 
response to the need for a higher standard of ethical behavior. A study of Southern 
Baptist pastors by Norris Smith reveals that the two primary causes of forced 
terminations were “lack or abuse of communication” and “immorality” (Trull and Carter 
14). Joe E. Trull and James E. Carter sum up what they view as the central moral choice 
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facing all professionals including the Christian minister, “Will I be an enabler or an 
exploiter?” (18). 
Research in mental health issues among clergy and other religious professionals 
has demonstrated a correlation between high levels of stress and sexual misconduct 
(Weaver et al.). Stress by ministers may be self-induced from such issues as poorly 
defined personal or professional boundaries, lack of assertiveness, and intimacy issues. 
Even deeper issues to address include feelings of being on a pedestal in society, 
performance-based acceptance, acceptance of life on life‟s terms, and fear of being 
known as a normal human being. Enormous stress results when a pastor comes to believe 
that being like other human beings is unacceptable (Seat, Trent, and Kim 367). 
Spousal and Family Stress 
Researchers conclude that almost one-third of clergy leaving ordained ministry 
have family difficulties (Weaver et al. 398). A study by the Episcopal Church 
investigates whether families of clergy are different from other families. Although stating 
that families of clergy need not be different from other church families, this study 
acknowledges the complexity of the issue. While clergy families, in theory, should be 
able to choose their level of participation in church life and even belong to another 
church, in reality such freedoms of choice are hardly possible due to congregational 
expectations of clergy families. Included in the ordination vow of some denominations is 
the expectation that ordinands and their families be a wholesome example to their 
congregations. In spite of changes in modern culture, most congregations and bishops, 
indeed most members of the community, expect to see clergy families sitting in the 
ordained member‟s congregation (Studdiford 7). 
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Edwin H. Friedman observes that clergy are involved in a triangle of families: 
their own, the congregation, and the family units within the congregation. Health or lack 
of health in any one of these families can affect the health of the others (195). The three 
main problems cited by clergy spouses are unrealistic expectations, loneliness, and a lack 
of a sense of urgent purpose in the congregation (Oden 402). The stress experienced by 
some clergy spouses may be likened to the feeling of drowning. While parishioners stand 
on the bank expecting them to walk on water, clergy spouses cannot even cry for help, for 
that would show too much vulnerability (403).  
The expectation placed upon the families of clergy is unique to that profession. 
Clergy children face additional pressures due to their parent‟s profession. Rarely does a 
parent‟s professional life spill over into a child‟s life. Clergy children may be expected to 
act and even dress as a member of the clergy team. The stressors they experience may 
affect their self-esteem and arrest their own development (Hardy 552): 
In what other job or profession is the family of the employee called upon 
to be an example? Perhaps the assembly line worker at Ford still feels 
pressure to drive only a Ford to work, but other family members may drive 
whatever vehicle they like. A doctor‟s family is not criticized when one of 
them is ill, nor does the doctor attempt to treat that member. A lawyer‟s 
family is not expected to know law. In none of these professions are the 
family members expected to appear at work or to participate in the job. In 
none of these professions is the family expected to be an example of the 
good work the employee is doing. (Studdiford 7) 
 
The boundary ambiguity experienced by clergy is also experienced by their children. 
Clergy families are expected to be more flexible and adaptable than regular families. 
They have to deal with issues of confidentiality. Thirdly, the clergy family seldom has a 
weekend to spend together (Hardy 547).  
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A major factor in family stress of clergy is the time demand. A study of 
challenges confronting clergy marriages revealed time pressure as number one. 
Insufficient time together was cited as the number one pressure on their family life by 81 
percent of respondents (Goetz 40). Although other employees may work long hours, 
usually they receive compensatory benefits such as overtime pay or career advancement. 
Clergy families must contend with the longer hours or “on call” nature of the ministry 
without the compensatory benefits enjoyed by other professionals. If a family can afford 
to get away for a weekend, they are often not able because the weekend is part of the 
clergy work week. If a clergy family is able to afford an affluent lifestyle, they may 
jeopardize their example in the eyes of the congregation if they choose to live that 
lifestyle. Some congregations may have problems if the family income of clergy exceeds 
that of the congregants (Studdiford 7). Although clergy are among the best educated in 
the populace, they are commonly underpaid. Clergy compensation packages have 
historically reflected an “ascetic ideal” (Hardy 551). “The financial demands of family 
life and the inadequate levels of financial compensation drain clergy emotional health and 
positive self-esteem leading to professional „burn-out‟” (551). Although clergy rank in 
the top 10 percent of the population in terms of education, they are only 325th of 432 
occupations in salary (Weaver et al. 394). 
While vocational ministry causes stress for clergy families in general, it also 
causes considerable stress in clergy marriages. Over a twenty-five year period, the 
divorce rate for pastors has risen by 65 percent (Hardy 551). A 1992 survey on the causes 
of clergy marriage stress concludes that 81 percent of clergy couples experienced 
insufficient time together. Problems over use of money were experienced by 71 percent 
Grieve 16 
of respondents while low income level was a stressor for 70 percent of respondents. 
Conflict within the congregation was a source of stress for 63 percent of clergy couples 
(Goetz 39): 
While they do not receive the benefits of corporate employment, clergy 
are subject to the maladies of corporate style work hours, high levels of 
job stress and low job security. Clergy families struggle with the tensions. 
In one survey, over 50 percent of the male pastors spent ten or fewer hours 
per week with their families. (Price 18) 
 
Gaylord Noyce describes the seductive nature of ministry and the rationalizations clergy 
can use for neglecting their spouses. The work of ministry is not only for financial 
security but is viewed as service of Almighty God. Even one‟s spouse cannot compete 
with such a holy calling (93).  
Healthy clergy and congregations establish appropriate boundaries or self-
differentiation between the systems of clergy and congregation: “Self-differentiation 
involves having enough of a sense of self to sustain a maturing relationship without 
dominating another or devouring another or losing one‟s center in another” (Rock 29). 
Boundaries may be too fluid, which leads to enmeshment, or too rigid, which leads to 
disengagement (Lee 479).  
Value Dissonance 
An easily overlooked cause of stress is incompatibility of values between clergy 
and congregation (Umidi 8). A close cousin to core values is congregational culture. The 
culture of a church includes such things as its traditions, heroes, expectations, norms, 
stories, rituals, symbols, rewards, and values (Malphurs 10). Understanding a church‟s 
culture is so essential that one writer concludes pastoral leaders need more training in 
understanding culture than in exegesis or theology. “Instead, they must develop the 
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ability to understand culture, particularly church culture. The bottom line for any pastoral 
candidate is to be able to discern the way we do things around here” (Umidi 40). 
To follow this advice, theological schools would need to radically revise their curricula. 
Resistance to Change 
A significant contributor to pastoral stress is congregational resistance to change.  
Most churches seek to maintain a sense of constancy amid the swirling seas of societal 
change all around. Without a “divine dissatisfaction,” most people do not feel a need to 
change (Umidi 45). Assessing a congregation‟s readiness for change during the 
candidation process may prevent conflict arising from a change-oriented pastor and 
change-resistant congregation (116). Of particular importance in this study is that a 
congregation of a plateaued church may require five to eight years to trust a pastor 
sufficiently to lead the change process. With the average pastoral tenure being from 2 ½ 
to 3 ½ years, pastors are not staying long enough to lead change effectively (Umidi 44). 
Pastor and author Peterson is convinced that long pastorates should be the norm rather 
than the exception: 
There are plenty of times when sin or neurosis or change make it too 
difficult for a pastor and congregation to stay together that it is necessary 
that the pastor move to another congregation. And there are plenty of 
times when God in sovereign wisdom reassigns pastors for his own, 
presumably strategic reasons.... But the norm [original emphasis] for 
pastoral work is stability. Twenty-, thirty-, and forty-year-long pastorates 
should be typical among us (as they once were) and not exceptional. (28-
29) 
 
While research suggests that longevity is beneficial for pastors and congregations, the 
current situation is very different from previous generations. In a study of the 221 men 
who graduated from Yale College between 1745 and 1775, a remarkable 71 percent 
remained in their first ministerial charge until their deaths (Brglez 10). 
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Changing Societal Values 
 
Ideological systems affect pastors and congregations. As much as pastors may 
seek to develop a distinctly Christian culture in their churches, popular opinion 
commonly reflect the values of non-Christian popular culture (D. Wells, 215). 
Worldliness affects church life: “Worldliness is that system of values which in any 
culture has the fallen sinner at its center, which takes no account of God or his Word, and 
which therefore views sin as normal and righteousness as abnormal” (215). 
Harry Blamires demonstrates how worldliness or secularism has impacted the 
church. Although Christians generally assent to a moral code that is distinct from non-
Christians and cultivate their spiritual lives through meditation and prayer, Christians 
have succumbed to secularization in thinking: 
As a thinking [original emphasis] being, the modern Christian has 
succumbed to secularization. He accepts religion—its morality, its 
worship, its spiritual culture; but he rejects the religious view of life, the 
view which sets all earthly issues within the context of the eternal, the 
view which sees all things here in terms of God‟s supremacy and earth‟s 
transitoriness, in terms of Heaven and Hell. (3-4) 
 
If Blamires is correct, the prevalence of conflict within congregations is not surprising. 
When people who claim to be followers of Christ do not fully live by Christian truth and 
practice, they will inevitably adopt the values of secularism. Even positive societal values 
such as democracy pose challenges for pastors. In a democracy, each person‟s vote is 
equally valid. Within a faith context, every person‟s opinion is equally true, whether it is 
well informed or not (D. Wells 214).  
In such a setting the consensus of the congregation rules: 
Just as politicians hold office only by consent of the sovereign electorate, 
so church leaders should fulfill their responsibilities within the limits of 
popularly held ideas. When the religious audience is thus sovereign, its 
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leadership is appropriately refined. The best pollster now makes the best 
leader, for all ideas must find their sanction, even their legitimacy, in the 
audience, and who knows the audience better than a pollster? (D. Wells, 
214) 
 
Even such a noble concept as servant leadership can be a guise for leadership that merely 
seeks to reflect what is popular. Instead of holding to their own convictions leaders may 
simply yield to the will of the people they are serving. In so doing, leaders differentiate 
themselves from the example of the ultimate servant leader, Jesus Christ, who did not 
tailor his teaching to popular consensus (215).  
 A key problem in building community in churches is the radical individualism of 
contemporary society. Gordon D. Fee makes this provocative statement:  
One of the sure members of the modern world‟s “trinity,” along with 
relativism and secularism, is individualism. Recapturing the biblical sense 
of the significance of the individual, but revising it to fit a nonbiblical, 
naturalistic worldview, the Enlightenment led the modern Western world 
into a totally individualist understanding of life, which has never been 
more prevalent than it is today. The individual is the be-all and end-all of 
everything; subservience of individual rights to the common good has 
become the new “heresy” to be rejected at all costs. The individual is god; 
narcissistic self-interest and self-centeredness is the chief end of life. 
(Paul, the Spirit 63)  
 
In such a climate of individualism, recapturing Paul‟s theology of community, actualized 
in a particular body of believers serves as an important apologetic for the gospel. Current 
discussion concerning the missional church emphasizes that the church is a witness both 
by what it is and by what it does:  
In North America, what does it mean for the church to be such a city on a 
hill? To be salt? To be a light to the world? It means, first of all, that the 
inner, communal life of the church matters for mission. Instead of 
separating the work of particular congregational communities or the 
church in general into mission and nurture, the total life of the “people 
sent” makes a difference to its apostolic witness. How Christians behave 
toward one another, the testimony that their relationships make in the 
public square, and the character of their life together as a whole 
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community are integral to their apostolic mission. (Guder et al. 128)  
In an age of increasing pluralism and ethnic tension, the church can function 
prophetically through demonstrating the unity of the Spirit across walls of ethnicity and 
gender (129). According to Fee, such unity in diversity is an essential characteristic of 
Pauline ecclesiology. Walking in the Spirit enables heterogeneous people to get along 
with one another and experience unity. Unity in diversity is so essential to God‟s plan for 
the church that Fee states, “Homogeneous churches lie totally outside Paul‟s frame of 
reference. After all, such churches cannot maintain the unity of the Spirit that either 
Ephesians 2 and 4 or 1 Corinthians 12 call for” (Paul, the Spirit 70).  
Much of the literature that addresses relational needs of pastors focuses on their 
need for peer support groups, close family connections, and friends outside of their 
congregations. While relational support outside of one‟s congregation is certainly 
important, the high incidence of mental health problems experienced by pastors suggests 
something else is needed. Perhaps some of this support needs to come from the very 
communities that pastors serve. 
Crisis of Identity 
Another factor affecting the wellness of pastors is the crisis of identity. In past 
eras pastors were highly regarded. The institutions of modern society provide no place for 
clergy. A world involved in commerce and litigation understands the need for bankers 
and lawyers. As David Wells observes, the purpose of ministers in the public square is 
not understood, “They and their work are increasingly being pushed to the margins of 
society, and the bonds between them and what is considered meaningful are increasingly 
strained, if not broken” (219-20). The high regard once accorded clergy in part reflected 
unhealthy clericalism and the dominant paradigm of Christendom. Today, however, the 
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paradigm has also changed in the church. A recapturing of the Reformation principle of 
the priesthood of all believers has elevated the laity but also diminished the importance of 
clergy. While the recognition of the laos is commendable, this recognition has led to a 
denigration of the unique call to vocational ministry. 
All of these factors contribute to a pervasive uncertainty concerning the role of 
the pastor:  
The nature of the system, the changing culture, the increasing demands of 
the profession and the decreasing status and support of the minister have 
led to a deep rift between the dreams and aspirations of the minister as 
he/she entered ministry and the reality of life in ministry. It is a deep 
rooted question of identity. (Irvine 6) 
 
The large gap between idealism and reality further demoralizes clergy already struggling 
to sustain their calling. 
Ambiguity concerning the role of clergy in contemporary society results in clergy 
receiving little affirmation, a problem exacerbated by the fact that clergy candidates 
demonstrate a high need for affirmation. C. Wayne Perry, in a study of United Methodist 
clergy candidates, concludes that candidates for ordained ministry have a higher need for 
affirmation than 90 percent of the general population. Lack of affirmation is a 
contributing factor to high degrees of stress and physical illness (19):  
The issue of affirmation is also linked to how denominations define 
success. “The pastor who faithfully serves a small, dying congregation ... 
should have as strong an advocate as the pastor who faithfully serves the 
most dynamic, growing congregation in the denomination. (22) 
 
Denominations often unwittingly follow a secular model of success and affirm 
congregations and leaders of congregations who are visibly successful.  
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Poor Self-Care 
 Some pastors, particularly in the conservative, evangelical tradition may have 
difficulty viewing self-care as important due to their understanding of New Testament 
teaching to deny self. Nevertheless, as Gwen Wagstrom Halaas observes, self-care is an 
essential prerequisite to fulfilling the double command to love God and neighbor: 
We care for ourselves by meeting the basic needs of nourishment, 
comfort, rest, and social activity or contact.... Making sure that these needs 
are met is not selfish.... We will not have the warmth of heart, depth of 
soul, clarity of mind, or the power of strength to truly love the Lord and 
actively express love to our neighbors if we don‟t first love ourselves. (11) 
 
According to Alban Institute consultant Jacqueline J. Lewis, poor clergy self-care is at 
the root of many maladies affecting the church. Clergy may, in response to 
congregational expectations or their own perfectionism, become too involved in their 
work to the neglect of their families. Insufficient time with loved ones may lead some 
clergy to seek intimacy from their congregations. Some clergy may cross professional 
boundaries and become inappropriately involved with children or vulnerable adults. 
Some clergy cannot relinquish ministry to others hindering the expression and 
development of their gifts.  
Poor self-care is contributing to high mortality rates in both the general and clergy 
populations. A study of mortality rates between 1990-2000 concludes that deaths caused 
by poor diet and sedentary lifestyles rose by 33 percent during that period. Another study 
on obesity predicts that within twenty years obesity-related diseases will cancel out 
benefits from medical advances. Of particular concern for this study on wellness in 
vocational ministry is that studies of ministers reveal that they and lay leaders of churches 
are more overweight than average Americans, less physically active, and more prone to 
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stress-related illnesses such as depression (“Churches Stressing Health” 13). In the 
Southern Baptist Convention in 2002, the top health insurance claims paid out were for 
problems related to stress, obesity, high blood pressure, and a sedentary lifestyle (Everett 
1). 
A vocational hazard for clergy is the lack of attention to their own need of 
Sabbath and spiritual well-being. As those who help provide Sabbath for others, clergy 
need to provide space into their own schedule: 
We ... ignore God‟s cosmic work-rest rhythm at our own peril. People who 
work without adequate time for rest and reflection suffer physically for it. 
Their health deteriorates. Their families hardly see them. In extreme cases, 
they die. (Tabalujan) 
 
Other factors contributing to clergy stress include the excessive demands of ministry, 
improper theology of ministry, decreasing pool of volunteers due to fewer stay-at-home 
spouses, and inadequate salaries (B. Wells, “Which Way to Clergy Health”).  
Personal Relevance of Study 
 
In almost thirty years of pastoral ministry, I have had the privilege of shepherding 
several congregations. I have sought to shepherd the flock entrusted to me faithfully. 
With varied degrees of success, I have endeavored to foster congregational health and 
growth. During my ministry, rarely has anyone within my congregation, leadership core, 
or denominational structures inquired concerning my health. At one stage of ministry, 
during a prolonged period of depression, I continued to perform my pastoral 
responsibilities without anyone apparently noticing my low emotional state. More 
recently, experiences of congregational conflict have caused me to question my calling 
and resolve to continue in vocational ministry. My experience is not unique. I have 
personally known gifted, seasoned pastors who once had a clarion call to vocational 
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ministry but have since left the ministry. My concern extends beyond pastors to lay 
leaders, congregations, denominations and, ultimately, the kingdom of God. Unhealthy 
leadership is reducing the effectiveness of the church, impeding its witness, and is poor 
stewardship of the number one resource God has granted for advancing his kingdom—his 
redeemed community. 
The Purpose Stated 
 The issue of wellness is multifaceted. Physical, mental, spiritual, emotional, and 
social factors affect the well-being of a person. The level of importance or specific aspect 
of such factors varies according to one‟s season in life.  
The purpose of this study was to explore factors that contribute to wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry.  
Research Questions 
1. What do pastors do to cultivate personal wellness throughout the seasons of 
vocational ministry? 
2. What do pastors perceive as facilitating or undermining personal wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry? 
3. What do pastors perceive as helpful in pastoral-congregational/pastoral-
denominational/pastoral-collegial relationships for sustaining personal wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry? 
Definitions 
For the sake of this study, wellness is viewed in a holistic sense, encompassing 
the realm of the physical, spiritual, emotional, and relational. The biblical term peace (OT 
shalom; NT eirene), which is understood to mean “completeness,” “soundness,” 
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“wholeness” (Feinberg 399), is a fitting description of such wellness. “Seasons” is used 
in a metaphorical sense to address both the chronological (i.e., life cycle issues) as well as 
subjective experiences.  
Methodology 
 
Field data for this study was gathered from semi-structured discussions with focus 
groups including ten to twelve pastors from four regions of Canada: Vancouver, Calgary, 
Winnipeg, and Toronto. A researcher-designed, semi-structured interview protocol was 
used with each focus group. Grand tour questions, designed to stimulate a stream of 
consciousness, was used with each group.  
Delimitations and Generalizability 
While vocational ministry may take many forms including pastoral associates, bi-
vocational and lay pastors, this study focused on senior or solo pastors who are 
vocational ministers in the traditional, historical sense (i.e., who have been called to serve 
congregations on a full-time basis). Participants in this study were self-selected 
volunteers who have been in vocational ministry for at least five years and are pastoring 
churches that are members of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada. This study was 
exploratory in nature. Nonetheless, the findings of this study can be generalized to most 
senior or solo pastors of evangelical churches in Canada. Due to the exploratory nature of 
this study, specific variables were identified during the interview process. 
Overview of Evangelicalism in Canada 
According to the Ipsos-Reid/Evangelical Fellowship of Canada/Focus on the 
Family/Ontario Catholic Bishops/World Vision October 2003 survey on religious beliefs 
and practices in Canada, 12 percent of Canadians are evangelical Protestants. A further 7 
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percent of Canadians are evangelical Catholics. In the 2003 survey, six indicators were 
used to categorize someone as an evangelical:  
 Belief that in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus God provides the way 
for the forgiveness of one‟s sins, 
 Belief that the Bible is the Word of God and is reliable and trustworthy, 
 Commitment of one‟s life to Christ and self-identification as a “converted 
Christian,” 
 Disagreement with the statement that “the concept of God is an old 
superstition no longer needed to explain things in these modern times,” 
 Disagreement with the statement “Jesus Christ was not the divine son of 
God,” and 
 Weekly church attendance.  
The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada (EFC) is a national association of 
evangelical Christians. It exists to bring Christians together for greater impact in mission, 
ministry, and public witness. The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada was founded in 1964 
as a means of encouraging cooperative action. More than 140 denominations, ministry 
organizations, and educational institutions are EFC affiliates as well as one thousand 
local church congregations. The EFC also has more than fifteen thousand supporting 
individuals. The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada is committed to gathering 
evangelicals for mutual support and encouragement and to foster greater impact for 
community transformation (“About the EFC”). 
Theological Foundations 
 The value of persons is rooted in the biblical account of creation. God created 
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Adam and Eve in his own image. The ancient Hebrews had a profound concern for the 
totality of persons, physical and spiritual. The influence of Greek philosophy 
distinguished between the physical and the spiritual, often resulting in a denigration of 
the physical. That God became flesh through the Incarnation of Jesus Christ was 
scandalous to the Greek mind. Through the Incarnation, God demonstrated continued 
concern for the physical world. Throughout his ministry Jesus demonstrated concern for 
the whole person. The early Church, while focusing on reconciling people to God 
through the gospel of Jesus Christ, also demonstrated concern for the whole person. The 
earliest record of the church following Pentecost showed concern for practical needs of 
the body (e.g., Acts 2:44-45; 6:1-7). Indeed, the crisis of unfair distribution of food that 
resulted in the selection of deacons, a physical problem, threatened to jeopardize the 
expansion of the Church. The meeting of this need is followed by the statement, “So the 
word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large 
number of priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). Paul‟s statement concerning 
sanctification indicates concern for the whole person (1 Thess. 5:23). The epistle of 
James excoriates those who claim to have faith without works: “As the body without the 
spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead” (Jas. 2:26).  
Overview 
Chapter 2 of this study introduces the theme of seasons of life and provides a 
biblical and theological foundation for this study of wellness. Literature is introduced that 
is especially relevant to the subject of wellness. Chapter 3 details the methodology used 
in this study. Chapter 4 summarizes findings from the semi-structured interviews. 






Overview of Seasons 
Numerous metaphors are used, to describe the human journey from birth to death 
such as times of the day, rotation of the planets, phases of the moon, growth and 
harvesting of crops, and seasons of the year (Kotre and Hall 8). Scientific study of the 
human life cycle is relatively recent. According to John Kotre and Elizabeth Hall, three 
developmental clocks regulate the seasons of life: a Biological Clock that keeps time for 
the body, a Social Clock that keeps time for society, and a Psychological Clock that 
keeps time for the individual self (9). 
To speak of a human life cycle is to suggest recognizable patterns in the journey 
from birth to old age. Variation within the pattern may be considerable but the pattern 
still exists. Seasons may also be qualitative, periods or stages within the life cycle with 
their own unique flavor:  
The imagery of seasons takes many forms. There are seasons in the year: 
spring is a time of blossoming, winter a time of death but also of rebirth 
and the start of a new cycle. There are seasons, too within a single day—
daybreak, noon, dusk, the quiet dark of night—each having its diurnal, 
atmospheric and psychological character. There are seasons in a love 
relationship, in war, politics, artistic creation and illness.… To speak of 
seasons is to say that the life course has a certain shape; that it evolves 
through a series of definable forms. A season is a relatively stable segment 
of the total cycle. (Levinson 6-7)  
 
 Although seasons may share commonalities with preceding or following seasons, each 
season is unique. 
The idea that human life consists of phases, cycles or seasons is not new. Near the 
end of his life, Cicero (106-43 BCE) wrote, “Life‟s racecourse is fixed. Nature has only a 
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single path and that path is run but once, and to each stage of existence has been allotted 
its appropriate quality” (qtd. in Strauss and Howe 53). The Hindus viewed life as journey 
through four ashramas, four phases of social and spiritual growth. To Pythagoras, the life 
cycle consisted of four phases each twenty years long and associated with a season: 
childhood corresponded to spring, youth was associated with summer, midlife was like 
the season of harvest, and winter corresponded to old age. The Romans divided the life 
cycle into four phases: pueritia (childhood), iuventus (young adulthood), virilitas 
(maturity), and senectus (old age). Several North American native societies viewed the 
life cycles as four “hills” (childhood, youth, maturity, old age), each corresponding to a 
wind and a season and each possessing its own challenge, climax, and resolution (53).  
Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset identifies five generations in the human 
life cycle: childhood (0-15), youth (15-30), initiation (30-45), dominance (45-60), old age 
(60+). The youth and initiation generations begin with the early adult transition and 
extend trough the novice phase of early adulthood. This generation is engaged in entering 
the adult world and making a place for itself. The initiation generation includes the 
midlife transition and the ending of early adulthood. It functions as a bridge between 
youth, who are not full participants in adult society, and the dominant generation, which 
occupies the role of senior leadership and authority. The dominant generation makes its 
ideas and aims the governing ones in every sector of society such as politics, business, 
religion, art, and science and devotes itself to implementing those aims. The initiation 
generation receives the wisdom of its elders, begins to assert its own authority, and 
creates new ideas and goals to implement after receiving the mantle of power in the 40s 
or 50s. According to Ortega, at any given moment in history, the two critical generations 
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are the initiation and dominant generations. The relations between them are of vital 
importance for the future of society (Levinson 28-29).  
 Daniel J. Levinson and his colleagues identified four seasons in life: childhood 
and adolescence (up to twenty-three years of age), early adulthood (twenty-four to forty-
three), middle adulthood (forty-four to sixty-three), and late adulthood (sixty-four and 
older). Their data, gathered from interviews with men from very divergent occupations 
(ten academic biologists, ten business executives, ten novelists, and ten blue-collar 
workers) over several years, demonstrated that the male adult life cycle passes through a 
developmental sequence through which most adult men pass through in the same order. 
The transition period between each season is often troublesome. Levinson demonstrates 
that the life cycle, while relatively predictable, is not one continuous flow. Qualitatively 
different seasons, each having its distinctive characteristics, are evident within each of the 
seasons (Levinson 53; Iso-Ahola).  
Bob Buford‟s division of adult life into two halves is a simple and useful model. 
Asking oneself the question of legacy, what one wishes to be remembered for, is the 
beginning of adulthood (24). The first half of life is concerned with achieving success. 
Some people experience serious pain in the first half, yet regardless of the level of 
success or the experience of pain, they recognize they cannot play the second half as they 
did the first. While they do not fear the end of the game, they want to make sure they 
finish well, that they leave something behind that cannot be taken away. “If the first half 
was a quest for success, the second half is a journey to significance” (26-27). 
Richard Dayringer divides the adult life cycle as follows: the age of adjustment 
(twenty to forty), the age of achievement (forty to sixty), the age of conservation (sixty to 
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seventy), and the age of retirement (seventy until death). 
Viewing seasons metaphorically, Patrick Morley suggests every person 
experiences seven seasons in life: reflection, building, crisis, renewal, rebuilding, 
suffering, and success. These seasons may be experienced multiple times and are not 
necessarily sequential. Some persons may experience more than one season at a time 
(11). Charles M. Sell likens young adulthood to springtime, midlife to harvest, and 
advancing age to winter (14). The division of the human lifecycle into four phases has 
continued through the modern era (54).  
Human societies use some forms of rites of passage to mark the transition from 
one life season to the next. The first season, childhood, is a time of growing and learning, 
developing skills, accepting protection and receiving traditions from the elders. 
Childhood ends with coming of age, what the Romans called adulescentia. Many 
traditional societies observe coming of age with brief trials of pain, fear, or isolation. 
These celebrations mark the death of one‟s childhood and rebirth as an adult. In 
contemporary American society, the transition from child to adult is symbolized by 
religious ceremonies such as bar mitzvahs or confirmations as well as by other events 
such as the right to drive, a first job, the right to vote, high school and college 
graduations, and leaving one‟s family home.  
Whereas much research has been done on human development in the preadult 
years through age twenty, much less information exists on adult development (Sheehy 
14). The task of tracing development in the first stage of life is much easier. Precise 
periods may be identified: infancy, early childhood, middle childhood, pubescence, and 
early and late adolescence (Levinson 3). Early childhood and adolescence are largely 
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formative phases. “An incomplete, highly dependent child grows in complex biological, 
psychological and social ways to become, in greater or lesser degree, an independent, 
responsible adult” (3). Life after adolescence is not one long plateau; it has predictable 
changes. “To deny them is to be an accomplice to one‟s own necessary vegetation” 
(Sheehy 17). Gail Sheehy distinguishes between marker events and developmental stages. 
Marker events include such things as graduations, marriage, childbirth, divorce, getting 
or losing a job that affect a person. A developmental stage begins within a person. “The 
underlying impulse toward change will be there regardless [original emphasis] of 
whether or not it is manifested in or accentuated by a marker event” (29). During each 
passage, one‟s perception of life will change in four areas: how they see themselves in 
relation to others, the degree of safeness or danger they feel, how they feel about time, 
and their sense of aliveness or stagnation (30). 
Sigmund Freud demonstrated that personality development in childhood has a 
significant impact on one‟s adult life. His fixation on adulthood as the arena where issues 
of childhood were worked out did not, however, encourage the viewing of adulthood as a 
period of further development. Nonetheless, people are indebted to Freud for his insights 
that “powerful forces … constantly at work in the human soul and vicissitudes of their 
conflicts determine the behavior of the man” (Tournier 16-17). From Freud, links can be 
seen among the past, present, and future of persons, “of continuous change in man, of the 
seasons of life” (17).  
According to Erik H. Erikson, each individual passes through eight 
developmental, “psychosocial stages.” In each stage a different psychological crisis 
requires resolution before the individual is able to move on to the next stage. Failure to 
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resolve the crisis properly in a particular developmental stage will cause difficulties in a 
person‟s life at the next stage of development. For the purpose of this study, five through 
eight of Erickson‟s models are of particular interest. In stage five, the adolescence stage 
(ages twelve to eighteen), the crisis to be resolved is identity versus role confusion. 
Adolescents seek to discover who they are. Passing through this stage in a healthy 
manner involves integrating healthy resolution of all previous conflicts. Those who have 
successfully dealt with earlier conflicts are able to deal with the identity crisis and are 
properly prepared for the future. Failure to deal with this identity leads to confusion, 
difficulty in making decisions about vocation, sexual orientation, and one‟s role in life. 
Although this period is not specifically within the range of this study, from this brief 
description the relevance of adolescence to healthy adulthood is easy to recognize. In 
young adulthood (ages nineteen to forty), the particular crisis to be faced is what 
Erickson describes as intimacy versus isolation. While this period is often a time when 
individuals are pursuing success in their chosen careers, Erikson does not view adults 
during this period as developmentally complete until they are able to experience intimacy 
in relationships. Adults unable to establish intimate relationships will fear commitment, 
feel isolated, and be unable to depend on others. During middle adulthood (ages forty to 
sixty-five), the crisis to be resolved is generativity versus stagnation. By generativity, 
Erikson means the ability to care for others outside of oneself such as through parenting. 
During this period, adults seek to create a living legacy. Adults unable to resolve this 
crisis will remain self-centered and experience stagnation later in life. Erikson‟s final 
stage is late adulthood (age sixty-five to death). During this stage, the crisis to be 
resolved is integrity versus despair. This period of life is a time of reflection. Adults 
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during this period consider their life in view of the grand scheme of things and either look 
back with a sense of happiness and fulfillment or with disappointment and a sense of 
failure. Positive resolution of this crisis will enable adults to accept death with integrity. 
Failure to resolve this crisis properly will result in fear of death and despair (261-69).  
Seasons of Pastoral Life 
By virtue of their profession, clergy are frequently exposed to passages of life 
through their pastoral care of congregants. The frequency of such exposure is unique to 
the ministry of ministers and rabbis (Baab). In a given week, pastors may be exposed to 
terminal illness or death, dedication of a new baby, a wedding, or a funeral. In spite of 
such exposure, pastors may not have sufficient space or emotional energy to reflect 
sufficiently on the seasons of their own lives. Pastors are often more aware of the seasons 
of other people‟s lives than their own. While parishioners often require assistance in 
working through their personal life passages, pastors who share the same need often do 
not take the time or lack the resources to negotiate the seasons of their own lives. Pastors 
need to take the time to reflect on their lives, for “on the human level, the primary tool in 
pastoral work is one‟s person, one‟s self” (Noyce 90). 
The vocational life cycle of clergy shares much in common with that of other 
vocations. H. Newton Malony and Richard A. Hunt provide the following vocational life 
cycle for clergy: preparation (early twenties), entry level (late twenties to early thirties), 
advancement (thirties through forties, sometimes fifties), maintenance (late forties 
through early sixties), decline (late fifties through sixties, perhaps seventies). The 
vocational life cycle is not a simple linear progression. Numerous fluctuations may occur 
within the broad parameters. The cycle will also vary in the case of second career clergy 
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who have already been through another vocational cycle. Certain phases may be 
abbreviated depending on individual life experiences and opportunities. Individual life 
cycles also interact with other cycles such as family, friends, congregations, 
communities, and nations (122-23).  
 J. Keith Cook and Lee C. Moorehead identify six stages of a pastor‟s life. The 
first five are pertinent to this study of vocational ministry. During the first stage, the “post 
seminary period,” a prospective pastor has to make numerous decisions such as whether 
to be a solo pastor, an associate or campus pastor, or to serve full-time or bi-vocationally. 
New pastors will often struggle with the transition between excellence in the classroom 
and competence in ministry. Pastors may experience prejudice concerning their lack of 
experience. Churches with less experienced pastors may be used to “calling the shots.” 
Pastors may discover that the loyalty of members is to their church and not to the pastor 
(21). The first ministry experience often involves a tempering of pastoral idealism or 
even disillusionment. Congregants often do not share the same level of spiritual passion 
or commitment as the pastor was led to expect. The second stage, “Beyond the First 
Parish,” is often a time of struggle for balance between the demands of career and family. 
Pastors may feel more competent, having some experience behind them. This period is 
often a “remarkable time of creative and energetic ministry” (Noyce 90). A significant 
risk of second and subsequent parishes is the “file drawer” ministry, where a pastor 
simply repeats what was done in a previous setting regardless of whether it is truly worth 
repeating or fits the new setting. A profitable exercise of this period is self-examination 
to weed out weak ideas and poor programs from the tool bag. Parishioners rightly have 
higher expectations of more seasoned pastors. The third stage, “forks in the road,” is a 
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period of decision for many. Considerations may include whether to leave the parish, 
work in the “head office,” specialize in some area such as counseling, or seeking a senior 
pastor role in a large congregation. In this period, pastors choose whether to become 
specialists or generalists. Just as in other middle-aged adults, many pastors experience a 
significant midlife transition or even crisis. The period of midlife is often a period of 
great depth of feeling, passions of the heart perhaps suppressed due to the demands of 
career are once again addressed. The reality of one‟s mortality is inescapable. Life‟s 
finitude provides perspective for making choices. Reality often results in refocus or 
elimination of unfulfilled dreams. An interesting phenomenon, somewhat unique to 
ministry, is that some middle adults express their midlife transition through entering 
ministry as a second career. The “best years” are for many pastors a stage when 
everything seems easier. Youth may criticize ministers at this stage in life as lacking in 
prophetic passion (Noyce 92). Those in such a phase of ministry must resist the 
temptation to grow stale and actively seek opportunities such as continuing education to 
remain fresh. The energy demands of a long pastorate at fifty-five can be considerable. 
Endurance will come to ministers who continue to grow intellectually, culturally, and 
spiritually. Pastors entering the “preretirement” phase may easily succumb to the 
temptation of winding down. Cook and Moorehead state, “To watch someone slide into 
sloth is a sorry sight—and a hurtful reflection on the Christian ministry” (83). Goal 
setting is critically important during this phase for pastors desiring to avoid sliding into 
mediocrity.  
Seasons for clergy are unpredictable. For some the stages are smooth; one season 
flows easily into another. More commonly, clergy must contend with unexpected changes 
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and transitions. Even pastors who stay with a congregation for an extended period, will 
experience predictable seasons such as the honeymoon, followed by a period of 
disenchantment, followed by a more mature understanding and respect. Even within these 
parameters, however, unexpected events occur such as building programs and periods of 
conflict (Baab). 
J. Robert Clinton identifies five development phases in ministry leaders: 
sovereign foundations, inner-life growth, and ministry maturing, life maturing, 
convergence. Occasionally, some leaders experience a sixth phase Clinton refers to as 
“afterglow” or “celebration” (30). During the first phase, God providentially works in the 
life of the prospective leader. God uses personality characteristics, positive and negative 
life experiences, and time as building blocks for developing the leader. During the 
convergence stage, leaders will more easily discern how the experiences of the first phase 
were used by God to shape them for the tasks God assigned. In the second phase, leaders 
receive some form of training, either formal training such as Bible school or seminary or 
informal training through modeling, informal apprenticeships, or mentoring. Although 
the primary focus during this period may be ministry training, the primary training is 
done in a person‟s inner life. During phase three, the leader goes into ministry. Through 
avenues such as self-study or workshops, leaders acquire further training. Training is 
somewhat incidental during this phase. The ministry is the primary focus. During the first 
three phases, the primary growth is interior even though in the third phase the leader may 
be preoccupied with doing the work of the ministry. During the fourth phase, leaders are 
better able to identify and maximize their unique gifts for the purpose of ministry. Phase 
five is the period of convergence. In this period, God moves leaders into roles and places 
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that match a leader‟s gifts, experience, and temperament. Leaders are able to focus in 
areas of their unique contribution to the kingdom (30-33). Clinton summarizes the 
maturation process of a leader in a letter:  
In the long haul, God is preparing you for convergence. He is conforming 
you to the image of Christ (Romans 8:28-29), and He is giving you 
training and experience so that your gifts may be discovered. His goal is a 
Spirit-filled leader through whom the living Christ ministers, utilizing the 
leader‟s spiritual gifts. The fruit of the Spirit is the mark of the mature 
Christian. The gifts of the Spirit are a mark of a leader being used of God. 
God wants that balance. His approach is to work in you, and then through 
you. (33) 
 
While clergy experience the same seasons and life cycles as other adults, they share a 
unique perspective with people of faith. The hand of God is at work, utilizing all of a 
leader‟s life experiences to shape him or her into the image of Christ. 
The Concept of Wellness 
This study is concerned with factors that contribute to wellness throughout the 
seasons of a pastor‟s vocational life. In this study, the term wellness is used to reflect 
health in mind, body, and spirit. The primary meaning of health is soundness in body or 
mind. A healthy person is free from disease or abnormality. Steinke adds a further insight 
about health. Health involves all of the parts of the person working together: 
Health is wholeness. Health means all the parts are working together to 
maintain balance. Health means all the parts are interacting to function as 
a whole. Health is a continuous process, the ongoing interplay of multiple 
forces and conditions. (vii) 
 
Health is a condition of optimal well-being. 
Historical Context 
The Hebrews did not have words for human personality or bodies. The body was 
the person, and no distinction was made between the physical and mental. Jesus and Paul 
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also maintained the holistic view of the Hebrews in contrast to Greek dualism (Dayringer 
135).  
Greek philosophy viewed soul and body as distinct. Plato (422-347 BCE) viewed 
the soul as immortal, preexisting the body and existing after physical death. Aristotle 
(384-322 BCE) held a more unified view of body and soul and stressed the inseparability 
of body and soul. The dual nature of man first espoused by Plato and elaborated by 
Aristotle continued to be expounded by thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), 
Rene Descartes (1596-1650), John Locke (1632-1704), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-
1778), and John Dewey (1859-1952). A common theme of each of these thinkers was the 
purity of the soul and evil of the body. The soul was viewed as incorruptible and the body 
was viewed as unchangeable leading to emphasis on discipline to curb the body‟s wrongs 
or license to express the body‟s desires since the soul was beyond corruption. The duality 
of body and soul continues in popular Christian thinking to this day and is often, 
erroneously, thought to be the teaching of the New Testament and not the legacy of 
Greek philosophy (Dayringer 139-40). 
Historically the church has not done well in addressing the needs of the mind, 
body, and spirit. The influence of Platonic philosophy with its exaltation of the spirit and 
denigration of the body continues to be evident in contemporary church life. Peter 
Scazzero summarizes the impact of such thinking: “Somehow, a subtle message has 
filtered into our churches that to be human, to be emotional, is somehow sinful—or at 
least less than spiritual. This comes far more from Platonism and Gnosticism than from 
Holy Scripture” (51-52). Correcting the false dichotomy between body and spirit, 
inherited from Greek philosophy, will be possible through embracing a more holistic 
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anthropology as found in the Old Testament Scriptures. 
The impact of gnostic dualism led some early believers to deny the full humanity 
of Jesus Christ. By contrast, the Christian message is that God became flesh in Jesus 
Christ: 
That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have 
seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have 
touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; 
we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, 
which was with the Father and has appeared to us. (1 John 1:1-2) 
 
In contrast to the Docetics, who believed that Jesus only appeared to be human, John 
stresses the full humanity of Jesus. 
To illustrate how radical the Incarnation was to the Greek mind, Dennis F. Kinlaw 
cites the death scene of Socrates. Socrates, considered the wisest of the Greek 
philosophers, viewed the physical body as a prison for the soul. At death the body is at 
last freed from the corrupting influence of the body. Consequently, Socrates was able to 
drink the deadly cup of poison because he viewed the outcome, freedom, not as 
something to be scorned but desired (38). The physical resurrection and physical 
ascension of Jesus Christ further attest to the value of the body. Kinlaw views a person‟s 
body as an essential aspect of personhood:  
No human person can be thought of as ultimately distinct from his or her 
body. We are not primarily immaterial spirits to be saved only partially. 
Our destiny is to be saved wholly as eternally enfleshed persons. The 
Incarnation and Resurrection confirm that. This is so radical a concept that 
early debates and division in the church centered on it. Docetism surfaced 
again and again, but the orthodox church continued to reject it because the 
body is good! Good enough for God to identify with and wear. (39) 
 
The tendency to separate spiritual and emotional health leads to catastrophic results. 
Greek dualism has led many churches to attach greater value to “spiritual” things than 
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“earthly” things. So-called ministry pursuits are often viewed as more worthy than 
involvement in the community, family activities, or care for one‟s body. In a postmodern 
world, such fragmentation will render the church less relevant and ineffective. Christians 
preoccupied with the spiritual world at the expense of the material world will become too 
separated from the world they are seeking to reach. “As a Christian sub-culture, we have 
abandoned the arts, literature, films, music, and science to post-modernism. And we have 
called this abandonment spiritual” (Scott). 
Theological Perspectives on Wellness/Wholeness 
Theologically, “sanctification” describes not only being set apart for God, but the 
process of becoming spiritually whole, being conformed to the character of Jesus Christ.  
A whole person is complete, integrated with all parts working together harmoniously. 
“Well-being is life within body and world, though it is well-being in body and world 
which includes spiritual dimensions. And many of the resources on which we depend for 
well-being are located in body and world” (Freeman 9). 
Paul Tournier observes that people belong to two worlds at the same time: the 
natural and the supernatural (13). He identifies two dangers in the study of humanity:  
We may, on the one hand, see nothing more than the natural being, and 
thus remain blind to the constant reverberation of his spiritual life upon his 
natural development. On the other hand,… we may see only the spiritual 
being, and thus ignore the role of his natural life. Thus we see doctors 
who, in the healing of diseases, perceive only the natural animal in their 
client. They treat him as if they were veterinarians, quite oblivious of the 
constant influence of spiritual life upon health. (12-13) 
 
To make a pronounced distinction between nature and spirit is, therefore, foolish. A 
spiritual destiny may be seen, being played out in a person whose life is viewed through a 
“second reading” and not viewed as merely causes and effects (13).  
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John B. Wong uses the term “Christian Wholism” to speak of the unity and 
integration of all modes of human persons. Wong bases Christian wholism in creation. 
Human beings are unitary beings comprised of integrated, interrelated, and 
interdependent physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual modes:  
Christian Wholism extends beyond the mere absence of disease. It is more 
than physical health or mental and emotional well-being. It is greater than 
relational calm and social adjustments.... Christian Wholism is the 
progressive integration of the spiritual attributes of love, faith, hope, 
freedom, creativity, humility, and forgiveness with the other dimensions of 
personhood in an ongoing process of peace and joy toward a perfectly 
harmonious development intended by God. This ideal of Christian 
Wholism may not be realizable in our lifetime.... Its full expression will be 
culminated in our resurrected bodies at the eschaton. (1-3) 
 
 Pursuing wholism is more than an individual pursuit, it also serves to define the mission 
of believers as they seek to make others whole (ix). 
G. Lloyd Rediger uses the acronym BMS (body-mind-spirit) fitness to describe 
holistic fitness. He defines such fitness as “a blend of biblical wholeness, the healing-
health model of Jesus Christ, and the latest insights of many professionals in bodily 
fitness, mental fitness, and spiritual fitness”  (ix-x). Any approach to fitness that does not 
address all three areas is not complete. “The “fullness-of-life” fitness Jesus promised 
occurs when body, mind, and spirit are fit—together” (x). Donald E. Demaray and 
Kenneth W. Pickerill use the term “robust ministry” to describe a similar idea. Fitness in 
body, mind, and spirit should be the goal of all believers, especially clergy: 
Jesus declared that He came that we might have life and have it 
abundantly. It is not true to assume that He meant this for everyone except 
[original emphasis] those who minister in a church-related vocation. On 
the contrary, the Bible teaches that spiritual leaders are to exemplify the 
wholeness and maturity they seek to instill in others. If we say, “I‟d rather 
burn out for Jesus than rust out for Jesus,” we have missed the third option 




Practicing robust ministry is an expression of loving God with heart, soul, mind, and 
strength, a journey that ultimately leads to loving one‟s neighbors as oneself (7).  
Wellness and Shalom 
The remainder of this study will focus on the Hebrew word shalom and its Greek 
equivalent eirene. I will demonstrate that shalom is a sufficiently rich and comprehensive 
enough word and concept to express all that God is in his essence and the wholeness that 
God seeks to bring to his people through the gospel of Jesus Christ:  
If one were to choose a single word to describe the reality for which God 
created the world, and in which he seeks to sustain the community of those 
who respond to his initiating grace as an invitation to participate in it, that 
word would be “shalom.” (Hanson 341) 
 
Donald E. Gowan views shalom as such a central theme of Scripture that he states, “The 
Hebrew word shalom and its New Testament counterpart, eirene,can almost be used as a 
central theme around which to organize a biblical theology” (5). In addressing the theme 
of healthy congregations, Steinke suggests that shalom is the biblical word that best 
describes the mutuality of being—among the members of the divine Trinity as well as 
between human beings: 
Shalom is a condition of well-being. It is a balance among God, human 
beings, and all created things. All parts are interrelated. Each part 
participates in the whole. Thus if one part is denied wholeness (shalom), 
every other part is diminished as well. (84) 
 
Wong suggests the Hebrew word shalom captures the essence of Christian wholism:  
Christian Wholism “embodies the ideas of peace, completeness, making 
whole [original emphasis], soundness, welfare, contentment, peace with 
God, making good, restoring what was lost or stolen. It is a gift of God by 
His grace. It is the ultimate demonstration of Jesus‟ love for the 
undeserving—the making good of God‟s promise to restore fellowship 
with humankind through the ministration of the Holy Spirit in the context 
of the grand Biblical theme of redemption.” (5) 
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Shalom may, therefore, be used as a synonym for the salvation that God accomplished 
through Jesus Christ. 
Shalom in the Old Testament 
Shalom is used approximately 250 times in the Old Testament. The primary 
historical meaning is absence of conflict or war. Shalom is a polite form of greeting and 
expresses a desire for health and prosperity. Shalom includes the concepts of soundness, 
completeness, and total well-being, including personal safety, longevity, and quiet and 
easy death. Socially, shalom describes good relations among individuals, communities, 
and nations. Psychologically, shalom describes tranquility, contentment, serenity, and 
wholeness. Theologically, the fullest experience of peace is divine in source and not 
attainable apart from a relationship with God, only possible to recipients of the covenant 
(Abi-Hashem 839-40). 
Shalom is such a rich and encompassing word that it may be used to summarize 
all God does in saving his people. Although shalom originally refers to absence of 
conflict, some passages describe the possibility of shalom even during times of war 
(i.e., 2 Sam. 11:7; Lienemann and Kinnamon 106).  
In the Aaronic benediction, shalom is seen as the ultimate expression of the 
blessing of God: “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine 
upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD turn his face toward you and give you 
peace” (Num. 6:24-26).  
The nation‟s trust in human leaders versus trust in Yahweh ultimately led to the 
humiliation of exile. In spite of contrary circumstances, God would still be faithful to his 
people in bringing peace (Isa. 40-48; Ezek. 36-39). This peace would ultimately come 
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through the promised Messiah who would bring peace of such magnitude that swords 
would be beaten into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks (Isa. 2:2-4; Mic. 4:1-4; 
Lienemann  and Kinnamon 106). 
 For individuals and nations, shalom depends on righteousness (Ps. 85:10; Isa. 
32:17). As a result, the wicked have no shalom (Isa. 48:22). Ezekiel describes a future 
day when a covenant of shalom will usher in a time of blessing and security (Ezek 34:25-
31; Neusner 574). 
Isaiah‟s description of the coming Messiah presents him as a Wonderful 
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of shalom (Isa. 9:6). In his 
message to Cyrus, who is described as God‟s anointed for his role in executing God‟s 
judgment on Israel, God reveals his nature through the prophet Isaiah: “I am the LORD, 
and there is no other. I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity [shalom] and 
create disaster; I, the Lord, do all these things” (Isa. 45:6-7). The parallel structure reveals 
shalom as equivalent to “light,” in contrast to darkness and disaster, thus representing all 
that is good. In Ezekiel‟s prophecy of the valley of dry bones, speaking of coming 
restoration of the nation of Israel, he summarizes the future blessings: “I will make a 
covenant of peace [shalom] with them; It will be an everlasting covenant” (Ezek. 37:26). 
Shalom does not only refer to absence of war. In fact, a common foe can increase the 
cohesion of a society (Keber 9). In disputes with false prophets who were claiming that 
shalom was guaranteed as long as the cultic rites were observed, Jeremiah and other 
canonical prophets insisted that shalom was always linked to justice (14).  
Shalom describes a “realm where chaos is not allowed to enter, and where life can be 
fostered free from the fear of all that diminishes and destroys” (Hanson 347). In this 
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sense, the antonym of shalom is not war but chaos (348): 
Shalom was a state of harmony given to the community which 
acknowledged God‟s sovereignty and embodied God‟s righteousness and 
compassion in its community life. Chaos was the intrusion into the 
community of anything that disrupted this covenant of peace. (361) 
 
Of particular significance for this study is that shalom was expressed in laws and 
institutions of the nation (347). The pursuit of shalom in congregational life must be more 
than pursuit of an abstract concept. It needs to be expressed in the structures of the 
community. In seeking to be communities of shalom, the church continues the role Israel 
was to fulfill in the Old Covenant: “Though it would take centuries for its full 
development, there was implied already in the premonarchical traditions the notion that 
Israel‟s vocation was that of bearing witness to this order of shalom in the world” (347). 
Eirene in the New Testament 
 
The New Testament equivalent of shalom is the Greek word, eirene, which occurs 
approximately ninety times. Peace is a prominent theme of the New Testament, 
beginning with the angelic announcement of “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on 
earth peace,” proclaimed at the birth of Christ. Peace is now available to all through 
Christ who brought reconciliation through the blood of his cross (Eph. 2:13-14). Those 
who are part of his kingdom are peacemakers (Matt. 5:9) and live according to the values 
of a new kingdom that demonstrates love even to enemies (Matt. 5:43-47). Just as the 
kingdom of God is both present and future, so people can experience the blessings of 
eirene now through Christ while waiting for the full expression and experience of shalom 
when Christ returns to set up his kingdom: 
Peace, in Christian thought, is not mere absence of conflict or the end of a 
state of war. On the contrary, peace is an inclusive concept, encompassing 
the manifold reality—spiritual, interpersonal, social, international, and 
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even ecological—of an order and a harmony that hearken back to the 
creation even as they prefigure the eschatological recapitulation of all 
things. (Kayama 1212) 
 
Peace, therefore, is both God‟s agenda for his people and God‟s mission for his people as 
they await the consummation of history. 
The angel‟s announcement of Jesus‟ birth as a Savior, Christ the Lord, concludes 
with a doxology sung by an angelic choir: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth 
peace [eirene] to men on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:14). In his sermon to Cornelius 
and his household, Peter uses eirene as a virtual synonym for the gospel: “You know the 
message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace through Jesus 
Christ who is Lord of all” (Acts 10:36). Eirene is commonly used as part of a standard 
greeting in New Testament letters (e.g., “To all in Rome who are loved by God and 
called to be saints: Grace and peace [eirene] to you from God our Father and from the 
Lord Jesus Christ” [Rom.1:7]). In his letter to the Philippians, following his exhortation 
to cease from anxiety and pray, Paul promises the result: “[t]he peace of God, which 
transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 4:7). While largely retaining the Old Testament meaning of shalom, eirene 
surpasses its Old Testament roots by referring to what God has accomplished through the 
cross of Jesus Christ.  
Shalom is both ontological and eschatological; it is rooted in the goodness of 
creation (Gen 1:21, 25, and 31). It is eschatological in that it awaits the consummation of 
history. Nonetheless, believers can experience and should strive for peace while awaiting 
the blessed hope, when Jesus Christ will usher in his kingdom of justice and peace. Peace 
was made possible through God‟s covenant of peace with Israel (Ezek. 37:26), and peace 
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is God‟s gift to the righteous (Ps. 85:10-11; Isa. 32:16-18). Human sin prevents peace to 
reign fully (Jer. 6:13-14). The full realization of peace is linked with the coming of the 
Messiah (Isa. 57:19-21). For Paul, peace with God and others is present now through 
justification by faith in Christ (Rom 5:1). As peacemakers, followers of Christ not only 
experience the blessings of reconciliation made possible through the cross but also bear 
witness to Christ‟s work. Although Christians are to live in peace within the whole world, 
it is to be especially manifested in relationship with other believers (Rom 12:18; Kayama 
1212-14). 
The underlying theology of shalom and eirene is evident even when the words are 
not used. Prior to Creation the three persons of the Trinity existed eternally in complete 
harmony and fellowship. The creation of Adam and Eve and the placing of them in the 
garden is an idyllic picture of shalom as God intended. All creation is spoken of as “very 
good” (Gen. 1:31). Adam and Eve are created in the “image of God,” which is a 
reference, not only to the unique honor accorded humankind within creation, but also to 
their creation as relational beings patterned after the Godhead. The disobedience of the 
first couple brought brokenness into this perfect picture. God‟s banishment of Adam and 
Eve from the garden, and the penalty meted out to both Adam and Eve, demonstrate that 
the harmony once enjoyed would end. Shalom was lost in the garden. False worship, 
discord, and murder immediately followed. The human attempt to bring about shalom 
unassisted by God was the essence of Babel (Gen. 11:1-9). Through the call of Abraham 
(Gen. 12:1-3), God began anew to create a people through whom he would bless all the 
nations of the earth. As the descendants of Jacob flourished in Egypt, shalom seemed 
within their grasp. Subsequent enslavement by a new Pharoah (Exod.1:7-10), was the 
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absolute opposite of the shalom God intended for his people. God, however, had not 
forgotten his promise to Abraham. Through Moses, God planned to bring his people into 
the land of Canaan. The report by the twelve spies along with produce from the land 
portrays the Promised Land as Eden-like—a picture of shalom. The people‟s decision to 
follow the counsel of the ten faithless spies resulted in an entire generation dying in the 
wilderness instead of entering into the shalom God intended. Following the conquest 
under Joshua and the period of the judges, the monarchy at its height during the 
Solomonic period is pictured as a period of unparalleled prosperity and peace—shalom. 
The unfaithfulness of the people, through their repeated idolatry, led to dispersion and 
captivity by foreign nations. The prophets looked to a day when a messiah would come—
a prince of shalom. As the New Testament begins, the angels pronounce peace to all on 
whom God‟s favor rests through the baby messiah. Jesus begins his ministry by referring 
to Isaiah‟s prophecy of the Jubilee. Throughout his ministry, Jesus ministers holistically 
to the needs of broken people, thus enabling them to experience shalom.  
Through the blood of his crucifixion, Jesus brought peace (Eph. 2:13). The 
descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost and the nascent Christian community is a portrayal 
of what a community of shalom is to be like:  
All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling 
their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every 
day they continued to meet together with glad and sincere hearts, praising 
God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their 
number daily those who were being saved. (Acts 2:44-47)  
 
This degree of community is only possible as believers are empowered by the Holy Spirit 
and is a reflection of the community enjoyed by the Trinity. 
Paul notes through Jesus Jews and Gentiles, two formerly irreconcilable peoples, 
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are brought together into one nation. They are described as “fellow citizens with God‟s 
people and members of God‟s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets” (Eph. 2:19-20). The writer of the letter to the Hebrews, reflecting back on the 
“great cloud of witnesses” who had walked faithfully in the past, provides rich images of 
the vision that sustained them. Abraham was looking forward to the city with 
foundations, whose architect and builder is God (Heb. 11:10). Abraham‟s descendants, as 
numerous as the stars in the sky, were longing for a better country—a heavenly one (Heb. 
11:12, 16). Moses chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to 
enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time because he was looking ahead to his reward 
(11:26). Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better 
resurrection (11:35). Revelation speaks of the new city of Jerusalem and a river of the 
water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb. On 
each side of the river stands the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit 
every month. The leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations (Rev. 22:1-2). 
Wholeness can still be experienced, for Jesus continues his ministry of healing. God still 
heals and restores health. Healing brings about harmony among all the parts of a person. 
Just as an orchestra is comprised of various sections such as strings, woodwinds, brass, 
and percussion, so human persons are comprised of many parts. All parts of the orchestra 
work together in harmony to reflect the vision of the conductor. For Christians, the Holy 
Spirit is the conductor who integrates all the parts to bring about wholeness (Wong 187).  
Shalom and Community 
J. B. Phillips observes that wholeness is achieved in three stages. In the first stage, 
the love of God reconciles persons to their heavenly father and enables them to realize 
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their true selves. By the power of God‟s Spirit within them, persons are made whole 
though not yet fully experiencing God‟s complete plan for them (66-67). In the second 
stage, believers recognize their need for fellow Christians and the need of other believers 
for them. Wholeness in the Christian community is achieved as members of the body of 
Christ fellowship and cooperate with each other, employing their diverse gifts in service 
of one another (67). In the third stage, believers come to view all the various races and 
their unique contributions as God given to make one new person (67). In a fourth stage, 
believers develop the capacity to live their lives with eternity in mind. Phillips views 
earthly life as preparatory for eternal life:  
But supposing this life is the preparatory school, the experimental stage, 
the probationary period, the mere prelude to real living on such a wide and 
magnificent scale that the imagination reels at the thought of it—then what 
exciting hopes invade our hearts!… It is against such a solid and reliable 
background that we are called to live as strangers and pilgrims in this evil 
and imperfect world…. The highest, the best and the most satisfying thing 
that we can do is to ask to be allowed to cooperate with God‟s infinite 
patience in making men whole. (72-73) 
 
The theme of community, Philip‟s second stage of wholeness, is central in both 
Testaments. Part of the reality of being created in the image of God is to be a relational 
being. The original community experienced by Adam and Eve in the garden was, from a 
human standpoint, irreparably damaged by the Fall. Sin adversely affected all 
relationships including husband and wife (Gen. 3:16), humanity and God (Rom. 5:10), 
and all other social relationships (Gal. 5:20). Through the cross, however, God made 
reconciliation possible between all formerly alienated parties (Gal. 3:26-28).  
The basic idea of community (Latin communus, Greek koinonia,) is that a group 
of people share something in common. The commonality must be recognized, affirmed, 
and acted upon (Gill 44). Communities do not just assemble people with such shared 
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characteristics, they reinforce those commonalities (44). David W. Gill describes 
community based only on commonalities as “thin” or weak community. “A more robust, 
„thick‟ version of community increases all of these dimensions: shared characteristics 
(purposes, beliefs, values, knowledge, tradition, customs, manners), a sense of a 
collective identity, time together, communication and joint activity” (44). 
Biblical koinonia adds a unique dimension to community or communion. It 
involves a sharing of things in common by virtue of common faith in Christ. Followers of 
Jesus Christ share a common inheritance (1 John 1:3). When Paul addresses the need for 
unity in the church, he emphasizes the basis of that unity: “There is one body and one 
Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, 
one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph. 
4:4-6). Koinonia not only involves sharing in the same “spiritual DNA”; it also includes 
helping to meet each other‟s needs. Thus, the early believers are described as being 
together and having everything in common. “Selling their possessions and goods, they 
gave to anyone as he had need” (Acts 2:44-45). Concerning the centrality of relationships 
in the Christian worldview, Fee criticizes the solitary Christian as epitomized in a person 
who accepts Christ through watching a television preacher but has no connection with a 
local body of believers. Fee asks, “Is this person saved? I would answer: Only God 
knows; but such salvation lies totally outside the New Testament frame of reference 
(Paul, the Spirit 63).” 
Community and the Trinity 
In recent years, theologians have rediscovered the Trinity as a paradigm of 
Christian community. Kinlaw suggests that other-oriented relationships are part of the 
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very essence of God. At the beginning of creation, the three persons of the Godhead are 
pictured in dialogue (12; Gen.1:26). Even the human family is a copy of the original 
divine family. Citing the Church fathers, Kinlaw sees in the being of God a prototype 
relationship for all other family relationships (27). The fact that God is, in essence, a 
relational being causes Kinlaw to conclude, “The roots of the family ultimately are in 
neither biology nor sociology but in theology” (27). Understanding the personhood of the 
Trinity is essential to coming to a true understanding of human personhood: 
Jesus is the One who gives definition to the term person [orginal 
emphasis] for us. We must look to Him and His relationship to the other 
two persons of the Trinity to establish our understanding of the term which 
we apply to ourselves.” (42) 
 
Human beings, created in the image of God, are ontologically relational beings. 
Theologians have used the term perichoresis to describe the relationship among 
the three persons of the Godhead. Thomas Torrance explains the significance of 
perichoresis:  
The term gave expression to the dynamic Union and Communion of the 
Father, Son and the Holy Spirit with one another in one Being in such a 
way that they have their Being in each other and reciprocally contain one 
another, without any coalescing or commingling with one another and yet 
without any separation from the other for they are completely equal and 
identical in Deity and Power. (qtd. in Kinlaw 45) 
 
The unity and diversity of the Trinity serves as a pattern for Christian community. 
According to Stephen Seamands, relationships patterned after the Trinity will 
demonstrate full equality, glad submission, joyful intimacy, and mutual deference (15).  
Such community is lacking in contemporary American society. Breakdown of 
traditional support structures such as neighborhoods and extended families have 
contributed to loneliness in American society. The breakdown in contemporary  
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community is very different from the ideal described by the Puritan John Winthrop in 
1630:  
We must “entertain each other in brotherly affection; we must be willing 
to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of others‟ 
necessities.… We must delight in each other, make others‟ conditions our 
own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always 
having before our eyes.… Our Community as members of the same 
Body.” (Bellah et al. xxxv)  
 
This type of community, once common in American society has been replaced by 
individualism, what Bellah et al. views as the first language of American culture. The 
second language of compassion and community must be restored. This second language 
has been evident in movements such as the civil rights movements of the 1950s and 
1960s, citizen associations as well as churches and other religious associations.  
Relational Intimacy and Health 
 Daniel Spaite cites the importance of intimate relationships to overall health. His 
medical practice has led him to conclude that a strong relational support system has a 
direct relation to health. Part of the answer lies in the interaction among the immune 
system, stress, and emotional support from personal relationships. His thesis is supported 
by a study of relationally isolated medical students and medical students with a strong 
social network. Isolated students had a lower white blood cell count and lower interferon 
production than students who had supportive relationships (84). A change in hormonal 
balance and in the immune system is also evident in individuals who have had 
relationships interrupted through death or separation (85).  
Larry Crabb writes from the unique perspective of more than twenty-five years as 
a psychologist concerning the essentiality of community to mental health. His 
experiences caused him to shift the focus of his work. Crabb concludes that many 
Grieve 55 
psychological disorders are in reality people crying out for what can only be provided 
through community. Trained professionals are not the solution. What is needed are,  
“true communities where the heart of God is home, where the humble and wise learn to 
shepherd those on the path behind them, where trusting strugglers lock arms with others 
as together they journey on” (xvi-xvii).  
Not only are relationships critical to overall physical and emotional health, they 
are also essential to the cultivation of spiritual maturity. Concerning the importance of 
community to growth in Christian character, Gill states, “Let me put it bluntly: you 
cannot build a strong, good character [original emphasis] without at the very same time 
being actively involved in significant community experiences. An isolated, community-
fleeing, relationship-avoiding character is a weak and deformed one” (43).  
Community and Mission 
From a missional standpoint, community is vitally important. The Western world 
is abandoning the Enlightenment principles foundational to modernity. Communitarian 
concepts are replacing radical individualism. A distinctive of postmodernism is a high 
regard for community. Community is no longer viewed as an option but is being viewed 
as essential to epistemology and establishment of identity: 
A sense of personal identity develops through the telling of a personal 
narrative which is always embedded in the story of the communities in 
which we participate.… In the postmodern world, therefore, we can no 
longer follow the lead of modernity and elevate the individual to center 
stage. Instead, we must remind ourselves that our faith is highly social. 
Just as God is the social Trinity—the fellowship of the Trinitarian 
persons—so also the divine purpose for creation is directed toward the 
individual-in-relationship. Consequently, our gospel must address the 
human person within the context of the communities in which people are 
embedded. (Grenz 2)  
 
The Holy Trinity, one God existing eternally in three persons, is a fitting illustration of 
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such unity. The Trinity is complete and integrated. Though three distinct persons are 
present in the Trinity, God is one. A whole person is unified in body, mind, and spirit and 
experiencing harmony in social relationships.  
Wellness and Stewardship 
An important component in developing a theology of wellness is biblical 
stewardship. Human beings were created by God with the responsibility of stewardship 
of the earth. This stewardship includes stewardship of persons. Human beings are 
uniquely created in the image of God, thereby possessing inherent dignity and value. The 
first social consequence of the Fall was murder. Cain‟s cavalier question, “Am I my 
brother‟s keeper?” (Gen 4:9) demonstrated contempt, not only for his brother, but for his 
Creator. Promoting wellness of persons, whether in the Christian community or society in 
general, is both an expression of stewardship and worship. The worth of the Creator is 
proclaimed whenever persons, created in the image of God, are valued,  
A Case Study in Shalom—Paul in Philippians 
In exploring factors contributing to wellness throughout the seasons of vocational 
ministry I will now present a Biblical case study. The book of Philippians contains a rich 
autobiographical account of Paul during what may be metaphorically described as a 
wintry season of his life and ministry. This account gives a surprisingly optimistic 
portrayal of Paul, given his experience of house arrest. Paul, in Philippians, is 
emotionally healthy. Indeed, Paul describes himself as having learned the secret of 
contentment (4:12). According to Fee, the personal warmth of Paul in Philippians is a 
primary reason why this short letter has become a favorite for believers: 
Ask any number of people to name their favorite Pauline letter, and 
the majority will say Philippians. For good reason. Whereas we 
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meet an erudite Paul in Romans, a bombastic Paul in Galatians, a 
sometimes caustic Paul in 2 Corinthians and a sometimes baffling 
Paul in 1 Corinthians, here we find a very personal and warm 
human being who pours out a heart of affection for his friends at 
Philippi. In short, many of us like Philippians because we like the 
Paul we meet here. (Philippians 11)  
 
Bonnie B. Thurston and Judith M. Ryan express a similar sentiment: “Philippians 
provides a rare glimpse of Paul the man and shows him in a softer light than the one in 
which he usually appears” (3). 
Philippians reflects Paul‟s most mature theology (Thurston and Ryan 4). The Paul 
of Philippians is not a new believer but a mature Christian. Even when Paul does speak of 
his conversion, he does so from the perspective of hindsight (Witherington, Paul Quest 
73). Although Paul does not directly address justification by faith, it is at the core of his 
appeal in 3:8-11. Paul interprets his sufferings in the context of the cross. In Philippians, 
Paul is approachable. He speaks with great sensitivity and gentleness. He reserves his 
strongest words for those he calls “dogs” and mutilators and not the Philippians (3:2). 
Although Philippians contains instructions, it is a letter to friends. Paul demonstrates his 
great love for them and his concern for their welfare. Paul‟s personal health, in spite of 
his trying circumstances, enables him to minister to them in their time of need (Thurston 
and Ryan 4). 
Survey of Philippians 
A survey of Philippians proves fruitful in exploring factors contributing to 
wellness or, as I would argue, shalom. Paul wrote his letter to the church of Philippi for 
several reasons. First, given his deep affection for his congregation, when an opportunity 
arose for a courier to deliver a letter to them, Paul wrote (2:25-28). Second, Paul wrote to 
update them concerning his present situation. He wanted to assure them that, though he 
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was in danger and suffering, he was still rejoicing and optimistic (1:12-26; 2:24). Third, 
Paul was concerned that the Philippians pattern their lives after his rather than the ritual 
of Judaism (3:2-21). Fourth, Paul wrote to encourage the church to stand firm for the 
gospel and fully devote itself to Christ even through suffering (1:27-30). He exhorted the 
church to rejoice in spite of circumstances (2:18; 3:1; 4:4). “Joy” and “rejoice” occur 
sixteen times in the letter. Fifth, Paul wanted to update them on the status of 
Epaphroditus, who was sent by the Philippians to care for him (2:25-30). Sixth, Paul 
wrote to address a disagreement that had arisen in the church (4:2-3). Finally, Paul wrote 
to thank the church for their financial gift, which served to mitigate his sufferings in 
prison (4:10-20; Hawthorne xlvii-xlviii). 
 The founding of the church at Philippi is recorded in Acts 16. This congregation 
marked the beginning of the Christian church in Europe. It was comprised of 
predominately Gentiles. Philippi was for Paul one of the hub cities from which the gospel 
could be spread to surrounding areas (Thurston and Ryan 12).  
Concerning Paul‟s relationship with the Philippians, Ben Witherington, III 
concludes that it went beyond mere friendship. Paul does not use the familiar term philia 
connoting friendship for his relationship with the Philippians. Paul‟s relationship with the 
Philippians was somewhat hierarchical. Paul exhorts them to imitate his example, uses 
his position to send Epaphroditus back, and promises to send Timothy, thus suggesting he 
was exerting some form of apostolic authority. Witherington concludes that Paul is using 
a pedagogical model of relationship (Friendship 120).  
Factors That Contributed to Shalom in Philippians 
Although Paul does not specifically use the term peace to describe himself in 
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Philippians, the theme is evident throughout. The theme of joy resonates throughout the 
letter, even when Paul does not specifically use the words. The optimism that 
characterizes Paul in the book is indicative of his healthy emotional state. In what might 
be described as a wintry season of his life, Paul displays attitudes one might expect 
during the season of spring. 
The central theme of the book is the gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ. Paul 
is passionate about Jesus and the new life available through him. The gospel is the filter 
through which Paul evaluates everything else in his life. All the features of Paul‟s 
understanding of salvation are contained in 3:1-4:1. Paul describes his prior life (3:4-6) 
and acknowledges its emptiness (3:7-8). Paul summarizes his own faith encounter with 
Christ (3:8-9) resulting in a deep spiritual union with Christ (3:10-11). Paul outlines the 
radically new perspective and passions of his new identity in Christ. He strives to 
accomplish the goal for which he was apprehended by Christ (3:12-14) and longs for the 
day when he will be transformed into the likeness of Christ (3:20-21; Thurston and Ryan 
121-22).  
Partnership in the gospel. Central to Paul‟s sense of wellness in Philippians is 
the “partnership in the gospel” he experiences with this church (1:5). The word Paul uses 
is koinonia. This word group is found six times in this letter (1:7; 2:1; 3:10; 4:14, 15). 
The partnership of the Philippians involved not only meeting Paul‟s physical needs (4:15-
16) but also participating in the advance of the gospel and suffering for the sake of the 
gospel (Fee, Philippians 83). Their partnership was evidently not a single event but “from 
the first day until now” (Phil. 1:5). Paul‟s unusually strong identification with this 
congregation is striking given the strong emphasis on kinship in the first century. Both 
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Jesus and Paul introduced a different kinship which was to take precedence over all other 
familial obligations. “For both Jesus and Paul, fictive kinship rather than natural kinship 
is the primary identity unit.” (Witherington, Paul Quest 27-29) 
The Philippian church is the only one Paul commends for its partnership in the 
gospel and the only church from which he accepts financial assistance (Thurston and 
Ryan 49). Paul evidently believed that the message of what Jesus Christ has done for 
believers brings them into a unique relationship of mutual responsibility (49). The 
mutuality is seen in Philippians in that each party did what they could to meet the needs 
of the others. The church made provision for Paul‟s needs. “Bear in mind that all the 
Romans provided for those in prison was the prison cell. All the needs of the prisoners 
had to be met by their family and friends” (103). Paul, likewise, did what he was able to 
do for their benefit. He prayed for them, instructed them, corrected them, and 
commended them. As he does in his address to the Athenian philosophers (Acts 17:28), 
Paul makes use of cultural forms familiar to his audience. In Philippians 4:8 he employs 
virtues with which they would be familiar and that were consistent with the Christian 
way. His concern for the moral well-being of his readers is noteworthy: “Friends do not 
let friends run wild” (150). 
Passion to advance the gospel. Paul‟s personal sense of wellness is linked to the 
advance of the gospel. In Philippians the gospel advances amidst difficult circumstances; 
thus, Paul rejoices. As long as the gospel is doing well, Paul is doing well. Although the 
gospel is clearly his priority, the unusually warm relationship he experienced with the 
Philippians evidently contributed to his personal sense of well-being. 
The basis of Paul‟s joy is the Philippians‟ partnership in the furtherance of the 
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gospel. Paul had a particular affection for this church, for they participated in the spread 
of the gospel. The gospel, which is the singular passion of Paul‟s life, is the glue that 
holds this letter together (Fee, Paul‟s Letter 82). The noun gospel (euangelion) occurs 
nine times in this letter. The gospel for Paul is the person and work of Christ. To preach 
Christ is to preach the gospel (Phil. 1:15-16). A second reason for Paul‟s joy and 
optimism is the fact that the gospel is being advanced in spite of circumstances (1:12-13). 
He is able to see a silver lining even in his experience of house arrest (Acts 28:14-31). As 
a result of his imprisonment, the whole palace guard was exposed to the gospel through 
Paul, including many who did not have personal contact with him  In addition, Paul 
referred to other brothers who were emboldened by his example (Phil. 1:14). That Paul is 
able to reflect so positively on his situation is striking. Given his passion to preach Christ 
personally, Paul is able to see how God‟s curtailment of his own public ministry is being 
used to motivate others to follow his example and boldly preach Christ. Paul‟s experience 
authenticates his teaching in Romans 8:28: “that in all things God works for the good of 
those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Paul‟s passion for 
the advancement of the gospel also provides him with perspective in dealing with 
interpersonal conflicts. In Philippians 1:14-18, he speaks of some who preach Christ out 
of envy and rivalry, supposing they can stir up trouble for him while he is in prison, yet 
Paul is able to look beyond the imperfections, even the carnality of the communicators to 
the message. While Paul would certainly be conversant enough in Greek rhetoric to know 
the need for correspondence between the character of the speaker (ethos) and the message 
communicated (logos), his passion for the gospel is so acute as to enable him to overlook 
deficiencies. Paul is not always so gracious towards opponents. In other situations Paul is 
Grieve 62 
extremely critical of false teachers. In Philippians 3 he uses extremely harsh words for 
those who are demanding conformity to Jewish identity markers. The difference between 
Paul‟s reaction in Philippians 1 and Philippians 3 is that the opponents in chapter 1 are 
still preaching the gospel, albeit imperfectly. 
Eschatological Hope 
The theme of eschatological hope is prominent throughout Philippians. Paul‟s 
eschatology was, to him, a source of sustenance. For him to “live is Christ and to die is 
gain” (1:21). Similar ideas are expressed in Galatians 2:20, Romans 6:3-11,and 2 
Corinthians 5:2-8. “For Paul, eternal life has already begun because his life in Christ is 
[original emphasis] Christ” (Thurston and Ryan 63). Other Greek writers expressed the 
idea of death being gain: 
What is different here is that Paul sees a positive, if for him personally 
difficult, result if he remains. And in any case Christ is his life whether 
[original emphasis] he lives or dies; living or dying, he is Christ‟s (Rom. 
14:8). This is an expression of deep intimacy with Christ. (64) 
 
Second Corinthians 5:1-10 provides helpful commentary on Philippians 1:21-24. Paul 
explains that to be “at home in the body” is to be “away from the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:6). The 
main issue for Paul is that, whatever the circumstances, “we make it our aim to please 
him” (5:9). While Paul experienced in his present life some of the benefits of the life to 
come, this life was not the ultimate goal. In commenting on Philippians 3:21, Thurston 
and Ryan state, “To those who hold a realized eschatology (who think they have 
„arrived‟) it says, „our home is elsewhere; we are not there yet … one does not await what 
one has‟” (134). The in-breaking of the kingdom of God as demonstrated by the powerful 
witness of churches, however, must be kept in perspective. “Eschatology is not only 
about the end of the world. It is about the future breaking in today with an alternative 
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order known as the reign of God” (Guder et al. 187). Paul is so in love with Christ that he 
can think of nothing better than to leave his present life and be with Christ (1:20-23). To 
grasp fully the intensity of the struggle Paul describes is difficult. His description “torn 
between the two” in this context could mean “distressed” or “tormented” (Fee, Paul‟s 
Letter 147). Paul‟s sense of call and passion for the progress of his converts enables him 
to resolve the tension.  
The Welfare of Converts 
This study has demonstrated a link between the disposition of Paul and the 
faithfulness of his converts. Throughout the Philippian letter, Paul appeals to them to be 
faithful, to walk worthy of the gospel of Christ, to work out their salvation with fear and 
trembling, to follow his example, to agree with each other in the Lord, and to think about 
worthy things (Phil. 1:10, 27; 2:12; 3:17; 4:2, 8). In Philippians his converts are his “joy 
and crown” (4:1). He is delighted by their initial response to the gospel and expresses 
confidence that God will carry to completion the work he has begun in them (1:6). Paul 
prays they will be pure and blameless until the day of Christ (1:10). Recognizing the 
suffering they will soon have to endure, Paul admonishes them to conduct themselves in 
a manner worthy of the gospel (1:27). Such a worthy manner includes standing firm in 
one spirit, contending as one for the faith of the gospel (1:27).  
Paul‟s personal wellness was connected to the fruit of his labors—his converts. 
This principle is also expressed in his first letter to the church at Thessalonica where Paul 
begins with thanksgiving for their exemplary faith and service. He commends them for 
being a model to believers in other provinces (1 Thess. 1:7). In his appeal to Euodia and 
Syntyche to “agree with each other in the Lord,” Paul speaks with passion (Phil. 4:2). 
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Disagreement was threatening the unity of the church. The individuals involved were not 
habitual troublemakers but had even contended at Paul‟s side in the cause of the gospel. 
Unity in a congregation is critically important. According to Fee, the effectiveness of the 
Church‟s mission is linked to the internal unity of congregations: 
Nothing can frustrate the advance of the gospel more, both in a Christian 
community‟s effectiveness in their witness for Christ and in Christians‟ 
individual lives, than internal unrest among believers. The gospel is all 
about reconciliation, and unreconciled people do not advertise it well. 
(Philippians 75) 
 
In Philippians 2:16, Paul appeals to a familiar athletic metaphor “that I did not run in vain 
or labor in vain” to persuade the church to faithfulness in following Christ (see also 1 
Cor. 9:24, 26; Gal. 2:2). Paul draws this picture from the games in the stadium. The true 
measure of Paul‟s success is how the Philippians conduct themselves (Thurston and Ryan 
96). Paul‟s view that his success is linked to the faithfulness of his converts is seen in 
other letters, such as his second letter to the Corinthians where he uses a second 
metaphor, that of a letter of recommendation in defending his apostleship to the church of 
Corinth (2 Cor. 3:1-3): “You are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written 
not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts.” In Galatians 4:19 Paul speaks of being “in the pains of childbirth until 
Christ is formed in you.” 
Collegial Relationships 
 In his epistles, Paul frequently refers to his coworkers in the gospel. In 
Philippians, hierarchy is not emphasized. Paul speaks of his ministry relationship with 
Timothy as serving together for the same end (Phil. 2:22). Paul speaks of Timothy in the 
highest terms: “I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your 
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welfare.… [A]s a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel” 
(2:20, 22). Paul‟s glowing description of Ephaphroditus, “my brother and fellow worker 
and fellow soldier” (2:25), displays a similar note of collegiality. Paul further states, 
“[H]e almost died for the work of Christ” (2:30). While Paul was not always known for 
being easy to get along with (see Acts 15:36-41 for the conflict over John Mark), he 
evidently possessed remarkable ability for friendship, a gift not always recognized 
(Thurston and Ryan 4). Paul displays sensitivity in dealing with his coworkers, not only 
for those who have overextended themselves because of the gospel (Phil. 2:25-30) but 
also for those who are jeopardizing the unity of the church (4:2-3). In contrast, Paul‟s 
passion for the doctrinal purity of the church causes him to speak harshly with those who 
were advocating a return to Mosaic ritual (3:2-3). 
Paul frequently uses filial language for fellow believers (e.g., “brother” for 
Timothy in 1 Thess. 3:2 or “sister” for Phoebe in Rom. 16:1). Paul makes a compound 
word by linking syn (with) and “worker” or “soldier.” One of Paul‟s favorite words is 
“coworker.” He uses it for Euodia and Syntyche in Philippians 4:3 (see also Rom. 16:3; 
9:2; 2 Cor. 1:24; 8:23; Philem.1; 24; where it is used of Timothy in Rom. 16:21; 1 Thess. 
3:2). It is also seen in Paul‟s exhortations to “work together” (1 Cor. 16:16; 2 Cor. 6:1). 
“There is no hierarchy suggested here, but mutual ministry” (Thurston and Ryan 102). In 
chapter 2 Paul appeals to his readers to reflect on the blessings they have received from 
their union with Christ. Based on the generosity of the Spirit‟s grace in their lives, Paul 
appeals for generosity in their relationships with each other. In particular they are to be 
like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. In so doing they will 
make his joy complete. He then gives a masterful illustration of what humility and 
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preferring others to self should look like—none other than the example of Jesus Christ. 
While Philippians (2:6-11) is commonly recognized as perhaps the greatest of all 
Christological texts in Scripture, Paul does not appeal to this text for the primary purpose 
of teaching about the preexistence, humiliation, and exaltation of Christ. Rather, he uses 
this text as an illustration of his point regarding being like-minded. In Paul‟s reference to 
the attitude of Christ, Paul is concerned about an attitude that affects behavior within the 
Christian community, “not merely an internal disposition in individual Christians” 
(Witherington, Friendship 64).  
 The prominence of women in the founding of the church at Philippi demonstrates 
the inaccuracy of the popular conception of Paul as a misogynist. At the very beginning 
of the mission to Philippi, Paul and his company went outside the city gate as the 
requisite ten men were likely not available to found a synagogue (Thurston and Ryan 12). 
Paul‟s first convert at Philippi was a woman. Luke states that “the Lord opened her 
[Lydia‟s] heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul” (Acts 16:4). “This is high 
praise of Lydia by Luke, in whose gospel only silent, listening women are commended by 
Jesus, and it provides divine sanction for Paul‟s inclusiveness” (Thurston and Ryan 13). 
The exorcism of a slave girl results both in Paul‟s imprisonment and in the growth of the 
church (Acts 16:16-39). Paul‟s concern that Euodia and Syntyche be reconciled and 
reference to them as contending with him in the work of the gospel may indicate they 
were prominent leaders in the church at Philippi. Paul‟s approach to the problem is 
similar to the instructions given by Jesus in Matthew 18:15-20. Both Paul and Jesus call 
leaders to go to great lengths in seeking reconciliation with offending brothers: 
The spiritual issues here are important ones. First, leadership in the 
Christian community presumes that leaders will transcend their private 
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preferences and differences for the good of the whole community. Second, 
when there is dissension in a community, the community itself is to help in 
the healing, not “take sides” and widen the rifts. (142) 
 
Paul‟s concern for the two women in conflict reflects an understanding of the church as 
an emotional system (Thomasma 122). Paul clearly does not view the conflict as simply 
affecting the two women; the entire church is affected. 
Profound Gratitude 
 A significant factor in Paul‟s wellness was surely his profound gratitude for the 
salvation he had found in Christ. As in the parable of the pearl of great price (Matt. 
13:45-46), in Christ, Paul had found something of such incomparable value that all else 
was as rubbish in comparison (Phil. 3:4-11). Paul‟s longing to know Christ was such that 
he was even prepared to endure suffering if it would draw him closer to his Lord (3:10-
11).  
Secure Identity 
Paul‟s complete identification with Jesus Christ and willingness to renounce all 
previous bases for identity is striking in view of how ancients constructed their sense of 
identity: 
In antiquity people did not assume our current theories of personality 
development. Rather, it was believed that gender, generation and 
geography determine a person‟s identity, which is to say it is fixed at birth. 
Paul or anyone else who claimed to have become a different person as a 
result of some experience (such as conversion) would likely be seen as a 
deviant, liar or outcast. Furthermore, people did not strive to be 
individuals but rather derived their sense of identity from the group of 
which they were a part. Paul was Paul of Tarsus, or Paul the Pharisee, or 
Paul the servant of Jesus Christ. Yet very unlike many ancients, he gained 
his primary sense of identity not from his physical family but from his 
Christian family and his relationship with Christ. It was more a matter of 
whose he was than who he was. (Witherington, Paul Quest 18) 
 
Paul‟s profound sense of identity in Christ enabled him to renounce all other claims to 
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status. Elsewhere, Paul boasts about the cross of Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 1:18-31). In this 
text, Paul utilizes cultural values but gives them a unique inversion to accomplish his 
purpose: 
Paul lived in a culture that valued honor over life, and boasting rather than 
humility was seen as proper. It is interesting to see how Paul mirrors these 
values yet inverts them by boasting of shameful things (the cross) and 
considering someone else‟s honor (Christ‟s) more important than his own 
life. In the matter of reciprocity as well, Paul understands and uses the 
conventions but injects grace and real giving into a society always looking 
for recompense. Thus the Paul we see is to some degree a product of his 
time yet changing the paradigms of human personality and how a person 
should be evaluated. This deviance from the norm in a highly conformist 
society goes a long way to explain why Paul was such an outcast and 
invariably produced strong reactions from others. (18-19) 
 
Paul‟s passion for the honor of Christ enabled him to view even ostracism for the sake of 
Christ as something exceedingly precious for it was a sharing in the sufferings of Christ. 
 Paul was well versed in the Greco-Roman culture of Philippi. His reference to 
Jesus Christ as Lord (kyrios) was striking given that Philippi was in a Roman province 
where the public would gather to honor the emperor with the same title. Paul also did 
hesitate to address the issue of heavenly citizenship (Thurston and Ryan 17). In spite of 
the risks, Paul did not temper his language. Paul might have been justified in tempering 
his language given the prominence of his imprisonment (Phil. 1:12-13). His insistence 
that every knee would bow and confess Jesus Christ as Lord if anything would exacerbate 
the accusations against Paul and the likelihood of his execution (2:10). Paul urges the 
Philippians to similar allegiance to Jesus Christ. In 1:27 he states, “Only live your life 
worthily of the gospel of Christ.” “Live your life” is a technical term and means “behave 
as a citizen” (68). In urging the Philippians to such intense allegiance to Christ, Paul is 
calling them to costly obedience increasing the likelihood of their suffering for the sake 
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of Jesus Christ. Whereas the Philippians had reason to be proud of their city governed by 
Roman law, Paul reminds them of their true citizenship: 
Their real [original emphasis] citizenship is heavenly; their final loyalty is 
not to Rome, or even to him, but to the enthroned Christ.… This is a 
particularly important word for citizens of the proud and mighty nations in 
our day. No matter how good one‟s earthly citizenship is, the Christians‟ 
ultimate citizenship is in heaven, and they must live under its laws and 
mandates and no other, lesser ones (no matter how good they may seem) 
should be allowed to take precedence. In Paul‟s view Christian 
communities are, in fact, outposts of heaven and their citizens bow the 
knee only to Christ. (138) 
 
Paul‟s conviction of his heavenly citizenship gave him great courage, even as his 
earthly citizenship was threatened. 
 Paul is evidently not concerned for his own reputation:  
Paul … had the perspective to see that the proclamation of the Christ is of 
paramount importance, much more important than rivalry between 
preachers. His theological lens is wide angle.... Evangelism is more 
important than evangelists and judgment is best left to God. (Thurston and 
Ryan 61) 
  
Paul had a unique perspective on success and failure. For him the only failure would be 
the defeat of the gospel, which ultimately could not happen. Given the hardships he had 
already experienced, Paul was clearly not overly concerned about a guilty verdict (2 Cor 
11:21-29; 63). 
In reflecting on adult lifecycles in Paul, concrete evidence of transition is limited. 
Three periods dominated his thinking: what he was like before being apprehended by 
Christ (3:5-6), the radically new perspective he now had as a Christ follower (3:7-11), 
and the eschatological perspective of winning the prize for which God had called him 
heavenward in Christ Jesus (3:12-14). Paul‟s theology of salvation patterns his own 
experience. Witherington states, “Salvation for Paul has several tenses. He speaks of 
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having been saved, being saved and going on to be saved” (Paul Quest 83).  
Theology of Suffering 
The problem of suffering has confounded philosophers and theologians 
throughout the millennia. Paul provides a unique perspective in biblical literature. For 
him, suffering is not retributive but beneficial. Although previously he had struggled with 
and requested deliverance from a “thorn in the flesh,” the promise of God to manifest his 
glory through Paul‟s weakness was put to the test and evidently proven through Paul‟s 
experience in prison. Another unique perspective in Paul‟s theodicy is his conviction, that 
suffering for Jesus Christ, deepens one‟s experience of fellowship with Christ. Although 
Paul, as I have demonstrated, highly valued partnership and collegiality, he ultimately 
ministered and lived for an audience of one, the Lord Jesus Christ. Paul deemed anything 
in life that served to enrich that relationship, a good thing.  
To affirm such a belief when everything is going well, such as when someone 
recovers their health, is not difficult (Phil. 2:25-30). Such an affirmation is difficult to 
make when things do not go as expected. The age-old problem of evil concerns how 
belief in the providence of a loving, all-powerful God can be sustained while 
acknowledging the ubiquitous existence of pain. Paul does not resolve the theological 
issue but affirms God‟s providence in all situations. He is aware of and affirms the 
traditional view of God as all good; the source of grace, mercy, and favor (1:2); the God 
of peace, wholeness, health, and soundness (4:7); the one who acts in history to bring 
healing, wellness, and salvation (1:28; 2:12-13). Paul also recognizes the reality of 
suffering. He admits the reality of sickness and the pain it causes (2:26-27). He knew 
from experience that even Christian brothers and sisters can do hurtful things (1:14). He 
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knew that even within the church people may disagree with each other, act out of selfish 
ambition, party spirit, conceit, arrogance and self-interest (2:3, 21), thus impeding their 
witness against a common enemy (1:27; 2:2; 4:2). He was aware of godly people 
suffering even on account of doing well (1:28-29). Jesus was, of course, the supreme 
example of a righteous person who suffered (2:6-8).  
Personal Spiritual Depth 
Paul, in Philippians, is a man of spiritual depth. A significant contributor to Paul‟s 
wellness was prayer. Although Paul is commonly viewed as a theologian or missionary, 
his commitment to prayer preceded these other callings (Fee, Paul, the Spirit 147).  
Yet, what is clear from Paul‟s letters is that he was a pray-er [original 
emphasis] before he was a missioner or a thinker. His life was devoted to 
prayer; and his relationship with his converts was primarily sustained by 
way of thanksgiving and prayer. (147)  
 
Paul not only prayed consistently but urged his followers to do the same (1 Thess 5:16-
18).  
Paul‟s exhortation regarding thought is profound and surely comes from his own 
experience (Phil. 4:8). Paul employs a list of virtues comparable to lists in Greek 
philosophy: 
Paul is an astute psychologist and knows that the greatest area of sin is that 
of thought, and so he gives “alternatives” to sinful or even useless or 
trivial or petty thoughts. As the Sermon on the Mount makes clear, a 
Christian must be as careful in thought as in action (Matt 5:21-48). 
(Thurston and Ryan 147) 
 
Paul‟s interest in thought is not only ethical. It is also psychological, for the outcome of 
thinking as Paul admonishes in Philippians 4:8 is the presence of the God of peace.  
As Paul draws his letter to a close, he again rejoices in the concern the Philippians 
had shown for him in giving to meet his needs. Although Paul is not dependent on them 
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for his well-being, they certainly play a significant part. He states, “Yet it was good of 
you to share in my troubles” (4:14). He adds, “[W]hen I set out from Macedonia, not one 
church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only” (4:15). 
The book of Philippians presents Paul as emotionally whole, surprising given his 
circumstances. From this survey I have identified in Paul qualities of shalom, and from 
this biographical account valuable principles emerge for experiencing shalom in ministry. 
Shalom will be enhanced by a rich partnership between minister and congregation. Such a 
partnership exists when participants are concerned for others and do what they can to 
meet the others‟ needs. Shalom in a ministry partnership requires focusing on common 
goals, exaltation of Jesus Christ, and advancement of the gospel. Shalom requires 
studious reflection on one‟s circumstances to see the hand of God at work in advancing 
the gospel. Shalom is further enhanced by focusing on the hope of eternal life through 
Christ, a hope that views even death as gain. Seeing the fruit of one‟s labor—spiritual 
growth and faithfulness of converts contributes to shalom. Shalom is enriched by strong 
collegial relationships. Shalom requires spiritual and mental disciplines of prayer, 
thanksgiving, and theological reflection. Such reflection enables servants of Christ to 
view even suffering as opportunity for deeper fellowship with Christ. In summary, 
experience of shalom, while not independent of circumstances, is not governed by 




Review of the Problem 
Church health studies have demonstrated that healthy churches grow. The premise 
of this study on wellness throughout the seasons of vocational ministry is that healthy 
churches require healthy leaders. While extensive research has been done in both church 
health and pastoral wellness, little research has been completed on the link between 
church health and pastoral wellness. Recent studies have demonstrated that poor pastoral 
health is an increasing problem. This problem must be addressed, both for the sake of 
pastors, their churches and the advance of the kingdom of God. Promoting pastoral health 
is good stewardship. Pastors must also accept responsibility for looking after their health 
if they intend to minister effectively throughout their vocational ministry. As part of their 
commitment to health, pastors need to pursue meaningful relationships with people. 
Pastors and congregations each play a vital role in promoting healthy relationships. 
Whereas pastors often cultivate relationships outside of their congregational 
communities, greater attention needs to be given to cultivating relationships within their 
their congregational communities. If Crabb is correct in his view that Christian 
community is essential to individual health, deeper relationships between pastors and 
congregations need to be developed if pastoral health and congregational health are to be 
improved. Pastors and congregations need to develop a collegial model of relationship for 
their mutual well-being. This study examined pastoral wellness from both an individual 
and communal perspective. It sought to identify measures that pastors take to cultivate 
wellness as well as the impact of congregations, colleagues, and judicatory leaders in 
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promoting pastoral wellness throughout the seasons of vocational ministry.  
Research Questions 
The following three research questions were used to uncover factors contributing 
to wellness throughout the seasons of vocational ministry. 
Research Question 1 
What do pastors do to cultivate personal wellness throughout the seasons of 
vocational ministry?"  
The aim of this question was to discover measures that pastors in all seasons of 
vocational ministry found helpful in cultivating personal wellness. This question also 
sought to establish actions pastors took during particular seasons of vocational ministry to 
cultivate personal wellness. While certain measures were expected to be helpful 
regardless of the age or level of experience of the participants, this study endeavored to 
identify measures they deemed to be of particular benefit to the season in which they 
found themselves. To address research question 1, participants were first asked to 
describe a memorable experience from their first five years of ministry that affected their 
wellness, either positively or negatively. Participants were asked to tell about the seasons 
they have experienced in vocational ministry and how these seasons affected their 
wellness, either positively or negatively. Participants were asked to describe personal 
measures they have taken to cultivate wellness throughout their ministry careers. 
Research Question 2 
What do pastors perceive as facilitating or undermining personal wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry?  
This question sought to identify positive and/or negative factors that affect  
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wellness in body, mind, or spirit. This question sought to discover factors that may be 
specific to seasons of vocational ministry. To address this research question, participants 
were requested to share some of the facilitators or obstacles they have experienced in 
ministry that have positively or negatively affected their wellness.  
Research Question 3 
What do pastors perceive as helpful in pastoral-congregational/pastoral-
denominational/pastoral-collegial relationships for sustaining personal wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry?  
This study has already demonstrated the critical importance of community to 
personal wellness. Much of the Bible is about community and written for community. If a 
link exists between church health and pastoral health and if community is an essential 
component of pastoral health, this question has profound implications for missional 
churches. This question examined the issue of relationship from the lens of senior or solo 
pastors. To address this research question, participants were asked to speak about their 
relationships with their congregational family and denominational leaders and colleagues. 
Participants were asked to share examples of what they have found helpful in these 
relationships for cultivating and sustaining wellness.  
To draw out further responses from the participants, a final question was asked. 
Participants were asked to provide advice to pastors at various seasons of vocational 
ministry to cultivate or sustain wellness.  
Selection of Participants 
These questions were examined through the lens of four focus groups of senior or 
solo pastors from four regions of Canada. Participants in this study were self-selected 
Grieve 76 
volunteers who have served as senior or solo pastors of evangelical churches for a 
minimum of five years. Evangelical churches were defined as churches that are members 
of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada. Participants were drawn from four major cities 
of Canada: Vancouver, Calgary, Winnipeg, and Toronto. Each focus group was 
comprised of between seven to ten pastors representing a range of ages and seasons of 
vocational ministry.  
Overview of Cities 
Four cities were selected for the focus group discussions. Vancouver is located in 
the southwest corner of Canada, in the province of British Columbia. Greater Vancouver 
has a population of more than two million people. Vancouver is the largest city in British 
Columbia and the third largest in Canada (Roy). Calgary is a city of almost one million. It 
is the second largest city in Alberta and the sixth largest city in Canada. It is in the south-
central part of the province. Once a frontier town of cowboys and mounted police, today 
Calgary is the financial center of Canada‟s huge oil and natural gas industries (Foran). 
Winnipeg, with a population of just over 600,000 is the capital of Manitoba. As the 
“Gateway to the West,” it lies on the flatlands near where the Canadian Shield levels out 
onto the western prairie. This location made Winnipeg the jumping-off point for the 
settlement of the West and for many years the business capital of the region (Artibise). 
Toronto is the capital city of Ontario and the largest metropolitan area in Canada. It 
became the fifth largest city in North America after the former city of Toronto merged 
with the cities of North York, Scarborough, York, Etobicoke, and the borough of East 
York in 1998. It is the most ethnically diverse city in the world. Located along the 
waterfront near the western end of Lake Ontario, Toronto is the business and 
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manufacturing capital of Canada (Careless). 
 To select participants for this study, four senior or solo pastors of Christian and 
Missionary Alliance churches were recruited from the four regions to assist in organizing 
the focus groups. The senior pastors were selected based on recommendations from their 
district superintendents. District superintendents were asked to identify senior or solo 
pastors in their region who are known as well respected across denominational lines and 
who are active in their local ministerial association. I contacted each of these pastors by 
e-mail and telephone to confirm their willingness to participate and to ask them to 
provide a venue for the focus group discussion. Based on recommendations from the 
group of four, a focus group was established from each of the regions. Prospective focus 
group members were also contacted by letter or e-mail with a follow-up phone call to 
confirm their willingness to participate in the focus group discussion.  
Instrumentation 
A researcher-designed, semi-structured interview protocol was used with each 
focus group. Grand tour questions designed to stimulate a stream of consciousness guided 
the discussion of each group.  
The use of focus groups for purposes of qualitative research has been well 
established in social science literature. According to David L. Morgan, focus groups may 
be used either as a supplement to other research methods, such as quantitative, or other 
forms of qualitative methods, or as a self-contained means of collecting data (10). This 
study utilized focus groups as the primary research instrument.  
The usual means of collecting qualitative data in social science research are 
individual interviews and participant observation. Focus group research combines 
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elements of both of these approaches (Morgan 10). Focus group research does not replace 
these other forms but can provide data not obtainable by them.  
 The use of focus groups in this study of pastor wellness enabled me to observe a 
large amount of interaction in a limited period of time. A potential weakness of this 
approach was that the amount of data gained from focus group discussions, though 
considerable, was much less than the quantity of data that would have been gathered from 
individual interviews. A further potential weakness of the focus group discussions in this 
study was the unnaturalness of the setting as compared to a more formal participant-
observation model. Compensatory factors in this focus group research made up for these 
potential weaknesses. One strength of these focus group discussions, as compared to 
individual interviews and participant observation, was the spontaneity of the groups. 
Response of participants sparked responses from other participants that would not likely 
have been gathered by any other method. 
Validity of Research Instrument 
The research was conducted using a researcher-designed instrument developed 
from consultation with my doctoral mentor and review of qualitative research manuals. 
The instrument was pilot tested with a focus group of senior or solo pastors from 
Kingston, Ontario, who are pastoring churches that are members of the Evangelical 
Fellowship of Canada. The instrument was revised based on recommendations from the 
pilot focus group. 
Data Collection 
 Due to the exploratory nature of this study, I sought to uncover variables rather 
than utilize predetermined variables.  
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 I requested a well-lit and well-ventilated room on the church premises. Chairs 
were set up in a horseshoe configuration where I sat at the center. I used a digital voice 
recorder to record focus group discussion. The discussions were ninety minutes in length. 
To begin the discussion, I explained the procedure to be followed: 
 A brief summary of the subject and rationale for research would be 
presented. 
 Participants would be assured of confidentiality. 
 Refreshments would be provided at the conclusion of the discussion. 
 Participants would be provided a complimentary gift book at the 
conclusion of the discussion. 
 Participants would be provided an executive summary of the research if 
requested.  
 Participants would be asked for permission to tape the discussion. 
 Discussion questions would be open ended. Participants would be 
encouraged to interact with responses from other participants. My role would be to 
facilitate dialogue. 
Generalizability 
 Due to the exploratory nature of this study, findings were more descriptive than 
prescriptive. Findings from this study provided grounded theory for further research on 
the subject of pastoral wellness through the seasons of vocational ministry. This study 
was delimited to four focus groups of senior or solo pastors of evangelical churches in 
four urban centers of Canada. Findings from this study should be consistent with 
evangelical pastors serving in other urban regions of Canada. Results of this study are 
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The goal of this study was to profile senior or solo pastors of evangelical churches 
in four regions of Canada, identifying factors that have contributed to wellness 
throughout the seasons of their vocational ministry. A pretest focus group, involving 
seven pastors was held in Kingston, Ontario. 
Profile of Subjects 
A total of thirty-four pastors participated in the four regional groups. All of the 
subjects were male. Eight pastors attended the study from the Greater Toronto Region in 
Ontario, ten from Calgary, Alberta, seven from Surrey, British Columbia, and nine from 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. With the exception of one pastor who arrived for the final portion 
of a focus group session, all of the pastors participated in the full discussion. Three 
participants were Filipino and the remaining thirty-one were Caucasian. One participant 
was originally from South Africa; one participant was a former missionary to the 
Canadian Artic and to Africa. Another participant was from the United States, and one 
participant, though Canadian, spent most of his ministry career in the United States and 
was also an American citizen. Participants averaged 20.6 years of vocational ministry 
ranging from four to thirty-five years. The participants averaged 7.5 years in their present 
ministry setting ranging from six months to thirty-one years. 
Each focus group discussion lasted approximately ninety minutes with a brief 
break at the midpoint of each discussion. Each discussion was recorded with the 
permission of participants, transcribed, and analyzed. The following is a summary of 
central themes emerging from each discussion. In order to protect the confidentiality of 
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participants, what follows is a composite of the discussions and avoids using names or 
regional references. The summary follows the sequence of the research questions: 
1. What do pastors do to cultivate personal wellness throughout the seasons of 
vocational ministry?  
2. What do pastors perceive as facilitating or undermining personal wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry? 
3. What do pastors perceive as helpful in pastoral-congregational/pastoral-
denominational/pastoral-collegial relationships for sustaining personal wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry? 
Cultivating Personal Wellness 
In each of the focus groups, pastors viewed wellness as important. While certain 
measures were almost universally applied, others varied based on the personality, 
interests, and opportunities available to pastors. The following summary addresses four 
primary measures participants took to cultivate and maintain personal wellness: 
remembering their call, establishing and maintaining boundaries, practicing self-care, and 
participating in a small group.  
Remembering the Call to Ministry 
A common theme in each one of the focus groups concerned the importance of 
calling to vocational ministry. Almost half of the participants made reference to their call 
to ministry. What constituted a call differed from pastor to pastor. Pastors commonly 
used the term to describe their initial motivation to enter vocational ministry or to pursue 
a new ministry.  
A conviction of calling was viewed as vital during several seasons of vocational 
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ministry, whether the initial call to enter ministry, a call to leave one‟s current ministry 
for another, or a reaffirmation of call during a period of crisis or period of reassessment.  
Participants were agreed that a sense of divine call is essential for entering 
ministry. A call is commonly viewed as preceding one‟s first ministry. It may also occur 
early in one‟s ministry. A pastor nearing the end of his career described the trauma of 
first being addressed as “pastor” in his first ministry. His sense of inadequacy caused him 
to seek God and clarify his call to ministry:  
And that to me had to be one of the most defining moments of my life. 
Now along the way it becomes challenged. And I‟ve come to the point 
where I believe that there are lots of things that will bring you into 
ministry but there‟s only one thing that will keep you there, and that‟s to 
know that you‟ve been called by God to be there. 
 
A conviction of calling is important for persevering. One quarter of those who had 
experienced a call to ministry linked their calling to an experience of crisis. A former 
engineer who became a pastor following the departure of a missionary pastor described a 
coup against him that included some of his closest friends. He sought—and received—a 
strong sense of call that became a lasting reference point. Of those who spoke of being 
called, 40 percent credited their call with enabling them to persevere in ministry. Some 
pastors described their call as a gradual realization that God was orchestrating their 
circumstances for his purposes. A missionary pastor described how being spared from a 
head-on collision gave him a strong sense of God‟s calling, enabling him to persevere in 
spite of intense spiritual warfare. He further discovered in a new setting that God had 
used his previous difficult ministry assignment to prepare him for his present missionary 
assignment. One pastor made the decision to accept leadership of a small church where 
everything was in decline because of his strong sense of God‟s calling to be there. 
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Another pastor found that remembering he was serving Christ helped him not to lose 
focus when he was criticized. Through reflecting on the sufferings of Christ, this pastor 
gains perspective on seasons of criticism in his own ministry. When he is criticized, he 
recalls that Jesus, although perfect, did not escape criticism. “And that helps. Honestly, it 
does. It‟s not just theology; it does help me.” A similar sentiment was expressed by 
another pastor who keeps telling himself that he is serving God, not the church. He 
further described how remembering God‟s faithfulness helped him to endure, even when 
experiencing failure from his congregation. “When he fails me, then I have a chance to 
bail. When the church fails me, that doesn‟t give me a chance to bail.” 
A forty-something pastor described his feeling of betrayal when, as a twenty-three 
year old assistant pastor, his senior pastor announced his resignation. The assistant 
entered ministry looking forward to being mentored by the senior pastor and was 
profoundly disappointed when mentoring did not occur. The following year, until 
someone came to replace the senior pastor, was one of the most interesting, challenging, 
and affirming times of his life. A second pastor described a similar experience. His senior 
pastor not only felt called to move on but believed God had told him that his assistant 
was to lead the church. The assistant had experienced no such revelation. He was forced 
to grapple with his sense of call and received confirmed that God was calling him to the 
role of senior pastor. Following a church split and questioning from his wife, a pastor 
examined and confirmed his calling. He concluded that when all the props are pulled out 
the sense of call keeps pastors from quitting. He recalled the moment when he was first 
called into ministry, the specific verse of Scripture that spoke to him and the emotion he 
experienced when he first sensed God‟s call upon his life. This conviction of calling has 
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contributed to his wellness and keeps drawing him back. 
One pastor described how his strong call to preach the gospel kept him from 
accepting an attractive non-ministry position during a difficult time of ministry: 
What kept me from going down road was my overwhelming sense of 
calling. The fact is that when push comes to shove I cannot deny the fact 
that I am a called man and I am called to serve in the gospel ministry. 
 
Pastors continue to view a sense of divine call as essential to ministry. Pastors frequently 
refer to call as their initial experience of being divinely drawn into vocational ministry. A 
strong conviction of being called provides a lasting reference point that reminds pastors 
whom they are serving and why they are engaged in ministry.  
Establishing and Maintaining Boundaries 
  
 Later discussion in this paper explores the problem of overlapping systems in 
pastoral ministry. In this section, “boundaries” refer to measures pastors take to protect 
themselves and their families from the negative impact of overlapping systems. The 
subject of boundaries was prominent in each of the focus groups. Boundary issues were 
mentioned more than sixty times in focus group discussion. While boundaries are 
important during all seasons of ministry, focus group discussion emphasized the 
importance of setting boundaries during the child-raising years. 
Personal boundaries. Ministry is about relationships, yet throughout the focus 
group discussions pastors spoke of the importance of setting boundaries so that they are 
not enmeshed with the people in their congregations. Pastors spoke of their desire to live 
unbound by the expectations of the people around them: 
I learned to distance myself a little bit from the fate of others, not in the 
sense that I was a hireling, and if there was trouble I just wanted to forget 
about it, but just to realize that that‟s the group I was assigned to and I 
would do the best I could with it and try to make things so that their fate 
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and mine were not necessarily going to be the same. Especially if they 
dipped, I wouldn‟t dip. 
 
Such self-differentiation provides this pastor with emotional stability. One pastor 
described how reading an article from a Christian leadership journal revolutionized his 
understanding of the pastorate and his role in ministry: 
You‟re never going to please everybody, so don‟t even try. You‟re going 
to have people who are going to try to walk all over you. Don‟t let them. 
And that article gave me some incredible freedom. I don‟t have to be this 
passive doormat that maybe some pastors think they need to be that every 
contentious person with a beef has the right to just dump on you. And I 
think if I was to look back over my twenty-five years of ministry, I have 
never given up my dignity, I have never given up my personhood, and I 
have never given up my integrity to be a pastor. I‟ll take all the 
constructive criticism I can get. But in the last twenty-five years if I have 
sensed that somebody‟s going for my jugular, I go back to this article, and 
say you know what, I am not a doormat. Just because I‟m a pastor, I will 
not, I will not allow just anybody to walk over me. 
 
Distinguishing between criticism that is constructive and criticism that is malicious has 
enabled this pastor to maintain a healthy self-esteem throughout his ministry career. 
Pastors recognize the importance of emotional governance to both wellness and 
leadership effectiveness. Giving priority to family may require pastors to monitor their 
emotional health to ensure they are not carrying emotional baggage that impacts 
negatively on family and ministry life. One pastor described how at age forty he came to 
the conclusion he had not sufficiently developed the emotional side of his life. During his 
20s and 30s he had developed professionally and spiritually but not emotionally. His 
emotional immaturity became evident in his marriage relationship and how he responded 
to criticism at work. Emotional wellness requires healthy processing of resentment. One 
pastor described the steps he takes to avoid bitterness. He refuses to be bitter or hold 
grudges, thereby refusing to allow people who oppose him to continue to have power 
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over him. He releases them to God and asks God for help in forgiving them. He has 
discovered that if he permits bitterness to take hold of him, he loses emotional energy and 
lacks the capacity to show compassion to people.    
A frequent theme among participants was the importance of having interests 
outside of the church. Some pastors describe such interests in terms of preventative 
benefits such as preventing them from getting too enmeshed in ministry. Others describe 
outside interests as essential to keeping them in touch with the so-called “real world.” 
Others see outside interests as nurturing. One pastor described the benefit of what he calls 
an “adventure outside of the church”:  
If the only adventure I have is kingdom building, and that‟s not going well, 
obviously I‟m not going to have a lot of wellness. All of my eggs are in one 
basket. Most people that are the planting pastor are huge stakeholders, and 
their ability to commit or overcommit is huge. They don‟t have a problem 
wearing the letter C on their jersey—commitment. The problem often is to 
diversify in order to have an adventure somewhere else. Sports, hobbies, 
gardening, what you‟re going to be doing on holidays—something that 
brings joy outside of building the kingdom.  
 
 Cultivating an adventure outside of the church is important for all pastors, in particular 
church planters for whom ministry can be all consuming. 
While many pastors speak of getting away from the demands of ministry for 
restoration, others are energized by ministry experiences outside of their congregation. 
One pastor described how having ministry functions outside of his local church has 
encouraged and contributed to his sense of identity during times of dryness in his own 
church.  
Another pastor finds himself energized by doing mission trips. They connect with 
his original ministry passion. When he comes home he is renewed. Rather than stealing 
energy from his church ministry, they serve to recharge his batteries. One pastor loves to 
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listen to pastors and missionaries who are nearing the end of their ministry careers. 
Hearing their stories, some of the horrific things they have experienced, enables him to 
realize he is not the only one who has struggles. It further teaches him a valuable lesson. 
“What it taught me was that my calling is an awful lot bigger than the address where I‟m 
going to go to work every day.... And I‟m about something that is much bigger than 
where I go to work.” 
Several pastors speak about the importance of having friends outside of the 
church: 
I don‟t like solo exercise—it‟s about relationship, so I joined an old 
timer‟s hockey league. What‟s important about that is not only the 
exercising. I love hanging out with these guys. They‟re blue smoking, beer 
guzzling, pre-Christians. But they‟re relationally attuned more than a lot of 
people in the church. 
 
 Such friendships serve several functions. For some pastors they provide needed 
perspective, for others they provide evangelistic opportunity, and for others they simply 
help relieve stress. 
Reference was frequently made to long-term relationships. Not unexpectedly, 
these relationships often originate during years at college or seminary. For some pastors, 
relationships established in previous ministries, often the first ministry experience, 
continue to be a source of nurturance. Such relationships require continual attention: 
“You really have to work on those relationships that you‟ve had 20, 25-30 years and if 
they hurt you you‟ll forgive them and move on and don‟t lose that relationship. It is your 
life. It really is.” 
Friendship and a good sense of humor are important facilitators of wellness: 
 
My three best friends in Ohio—we met every week—in summer it was 
golf. Our theme song was Garth Brooks, “I got friends in low places 
Grieve 89 
where the whisky burns and the beer chases the blues away and my 
name‟s Roger and I serve in the Pentecostal Assemblies.” 
 
For some pastors, friendships are not particularly spiritual in nature. For others the 
spiritual aspect of friendship is central: “I think it is important that you soak yourself in 
prayer and then find friends, pastor friends outside of the church that you can trust to pray 
for you and fellowship with you.” 
Family boundaries. Establishing boundaries is often problematic for clergy 
families. In this study pastors spoke often about the stress ministry places on family life. 
Some manage to balance ministry and family throughout their ministry. Others have 
learned to do so by going through deep valleys. Some pastors make a point of protecting 
their children from emotional damage that can so easily afflict pastoral families. One 
pastor nearing retirement spoke with sadness of his children who have left the church and 
a daughter whom he has “lost to secular culture.” One pastor spoke candidly about how 
ministry became his mistress, causing strain on his marriage. He stated, “I could go to 
hell and back for this church when things are great with us.... When things are sweet at 
home, it just makes such a huge difference.” A veteran of over thirty years of ministry 
spoke of the joys of reaping a rich return on his earlier investment in his family. Early in 
his ministry he made a decision to building into his family, a decision that has borne fruit 
in the lives of his children, contributing to his wellness. 
Throughout this study, pastors differed regarding how much to include their 
spouses in ministry. Pastors take a wide range of approaches, from pastors who shield 
their spouses from their ministry to pastors whose spouses are on their staff. One pastor 
shared how his emotional guardedness affected his marriage. Through attending a 
conference, he realized he was keeping his feelings from his wife, in part to protect her. 
Grieve 90 
He came to the conclusion he needed to open up to her. He expressed his desire to share 
with her more freely his feelings of discouragement. Since beginning this practice a year 
and a half ago, his wife has felt more included in his life and, therefore, much closer to 
him. To the surprise of the pastor, his wife has been able to handle what he has shared as 
well as speak wisdom into situations. Her involvement has not weighed her down; rather, 
she feels included. The pastor concluded that involving his wife strengthened their 
marriage and indirectly has benefited the church. 
Ministry boundaries. The issue of boundaries in ministry poses unique 
challenges for pastors who desire to relate personally with their congregants. Identifying 
with one‟s listeners, for example, makes preaching engaging and realistic but may also 
pose risks. Achieving a healthy level of transparency without undermining credibility is 
difficult:  
People will say they really appreciate a pastor who is confessional in his 
preaching, but there‟s a line you cross or could cross. They don‟t want too 
much information. They don‟t want to know, for instance, if you‟re really 
discouraged about the church. They don‟t want to hear that. And it‟s 
probably not good for them to hear. 
 
While listeners prefer preachers who are real and share personal stories, pastors may step 
over boundaries and reduce effectiveness. 
To create a more transparent culture in their congregations, some pastors take 
intentional measures to connect with people at a human level. One pastor deliberately 
tears down what he terms the “idol of the pastor.” He lets people in:  
Stupid things like getting a parking ticket. Then I take people with me—a 
kind of inclusiveness. We do crazy things like go to hockey games or B. 
C. Lions games or whatever—they see me outside of the role behind the 
pulpit—I‟m tearing down the idol. 
 
Through telling stories about himself, especially lessons he has learned through his 
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failures, this pastor has built stronger relational bonds with his congregation. 
In certain cases, pastors may find that extreme stress in a ministry situation 
violates their boundaries to such a degree that they must leave a ministry—either for 
another ministry setting, for another career, or for a leave of absence from ministry. In 
this sense, pastors‟ pursuit of healthy boundaries may help to define seasons of transition 
in ministry. Such an instance is illustrated by a pastor who described the difficulty of 
sustaining emotional health in a setting where his ministry was threatening to the senior 
pastor. Coupled with the birth of a child with severe health problems, he was wisely 
counseled by mentors that he did not have the emotional energy to continue leading the 
change process and attend to the needs of his family. He consequently resigned and took 
a leave of absence from ministry. After a few years outside of ministry, he felt well 
enough to begin a church plant.  
An important aspect of ministry boundaries is defining what to do and what not to 
do. One pastor spoke of the difference between ministering from a position of scarcity 
and abundance: 
The idea that I have to hold on to my resources, I have to protect my turf, 
got to be careful how this might jeopardize my agenda and ultimately all 
you‟ve got is what you hold onto. And by opening up and saying, “You 
know what? I think we can do more together than would ever be 
accomplished if I wasn‟t so defensive, and I don‟t care who gets the 
credit.” 
  
In order to establish and maintain boundaries in their ministry responsibilities, it is 
important for pastors to know their gifts and focus their energies in those areas. Pastors 
need to develop a team so other ministry areas can be led and developed by those who are 
gifted in those areas. A senior pastor of a large church found preaching too frequently 
drained his emotional reserves. He developed a teaching team and now shares the pulpit 
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responsibilities. Another pastor discovered he was not a strong shepherd and he was 
getting exhausted trying to fulfill that role. As a church grows, the ministry demands 
increase and pastors may need to revise their role descriptions and reassess their staffing 
needs. A pastor who returned to ministry following burnout brought in coaches from his 
denominational district to assess his situation. They concluded that his church was 
incorrectly staffed for the current size of their church.  
Sharing ministry is difficult for some pastors. One pastor‟s first ministry 
experience was under a good lead pastor who recognized his pulpit gifts, validated his 
gifts, and shared ministry with him. This senior pastor was not intimidated by his 
assistant‟s gifts. This model of shared leadership is now being replicated in the former 
assistant who is now leading his own staff.  
Self-Care 
To some degree, the preceding section on boundaries all relates to self-care. Other 
aspects of self-care may go beyond what is normally associated with boundaries.  
Soul care. In each of the focus groups, participants mentioned the importance of 
tending to their spiritual relationship. The link between one‟s spiritual life, wellness, and 
ministry is illustrated by one pastor‟s citation of A. W. Tozer: 
To quote Tozer, “stay in the circle of God‟s love,” is probably the most 
important thing for my spiritual well-being because from that circle 
everything is impacted in one way or another. I guard that time more than 
anything else in my life and that‟s my survival. 
 
In previous discussion I focused on the importance of a call to ministry. While such a call 
is certainly important, participants agreed that their calling to relationship with Christ 
superseded all other callings. One participant described how his relationship with Christ 
helped him to carry on in ministry, “Jesus‟ call to his disciples was first to be with him, 
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cultivating that relationship with him, learning to hear his voice, his prompting. Where 
you can feel his love.” Ministry seems to go well when this pastor prioritizes his spiritual 
walk. When he neglects his spiritual walk, “it seems that it‟s always uphill.” 
Several pastors described the benefits they receive from personal retreats. One 
pastor has a habit of taking a one or two day retreats six times a year. Sometimes the 
agenda is purely praying, listening to God, or journaling. It may be used for identifying 
macro themes for future sermons. He describes this period of disengagement as life-
giving. One pastor deliberately integrates his spiritual life and ministry. He seeks God‟s 
direction for his personal life each year. For twenty years he has sought a word from God 
at the beginning of each year that becomes his theme for the year. He has discovered a 
link between God‟s direction for his life and for the church. He is now part of a 
congregation that has an annual meeting where he shares with them the word God has 
given him for his personal life and for the church. The annual meeting also provides 
opportunity to reflect on how God has worked in the past year. 
Several pastors spoke of the importance of Sabbath keeping: 
We‟re pretty good with the Protestant work ethic. Pastors as a rule work 
six days a week. The Sabbath was intended to be one day a week. So 
we‟ve got the six days down pretty good. We have a long ways to go on 
the seventh. My current thinking of the Sabbath is being able to not do 
what you have to do. Not defined so much by what you‟re going to do but 
the freedom not to do what you have to. 
 
Sabbath keeping is, therefore, about freedom, the freedom to let go of obligations and 
make choices regarding what to do or what not to do. 
Time management. Time management skills help some pastors in their pursuit of 
wellness. One pastor divides his day into three blocks—morning, afternoon, and evening. 
He only works two of the three. If he has an evening meeting, he deliberately takes the 
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morning or afternoon off. He finds that block planning is beneficial for staff members as 
well. Their stress is reduced when they know what is expected in terms of time. Adding a 
certain number of “volunteer hours,” which he believes essential to work effectively with 
volunteers, he expects his full-time staff to work an average of twelve four-hour blocks 
per week.  
Related to time management is the importance of establishing ministry rhythms 
and priorities. For one pastor, developing good ministry rhythms was in response to a 
crisis of vocational identity. He received a wake-up call when he was first addressed as 
“pastor.” This new identity launched him into a period of rigorous study to sort out what 
being a pastor was about. Another pastor described how a smaller ministry assignment 
provided an ideal setting for establishing ministry rhythms and priorities that have 
sustained him for three decades. A third pastor began ministry expecting to be mentored 
by his senior pastor. When mentoring did not occur the young pastor became a voracious 
reader and sought out a personal ministry mentor. 
Several pastors mention the importance of study breaks, leaves, seminars, even 
sabbaticals. Taking extended leaves from ministry was mentioned by participants more 
frequently in the wealthiest of the four regions. Church planters in that same region spoke 
of being exhausted. A factor that may need to be considered in wellness is economics. 
Some perks are not available to some pastors—either because of geography or other 
factors such as church staff or lack of staff. 
Mental and physical health. Exercise and sports figure prominently in many 
pastors‟ pursuit of wellness. One pastor describes how beneficial it was to reconnect with 
his love of sport, in particular running and doing a triathlon: “I could tell when I crossed 
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the finish line something in me was found—more than my own physical health this is 
who I am and it was great to find that.” 
One pastor spoke of the value of meeting regularly with a physician for the 
purpose of monitoring his physical health and a counselor for his emotional health. 
Another pastor cited well-known pastor Bill Hybels, who at a pastor‟s conference stated 
his belief that every minister needs to be in therapy throughout his or her ministry career.  
Another pastor cited the wisdom of Chuck Swindoll, saying that if pastors follow his 
advice they do well: 
Take a vacation every day, every week, every month, every year. Take a 
break every day, every week, every month, every year. I find that when I 
do that it makes a big difference. He also said this: When you do that, do it 
100 percent Don‟t go to the hockey game and start thinking about your 
church. Be 100 percent wherever you are. When you are in the office, be 
there 100 percent When you‟re out having a picnic, have a picnic.  
 
This advice is important, for ministry can easily consume a pastor‟s time and emotional 
energy, leaving little reserve for one‟s spouse and family. A third pastor spoke of taking 
time off every day:  
I take some time off every day. I‟ll take a flower apart and try to see 
what‟s inside, or follow a squirrel or listen to a blue jay; crows are 
fascinating. I‟m not an especially religious person, so I try to do something 
that doesn‟t require me to do something religious at all.  
 
Pastors who learn to switch off the role of pastor on a daily basis will more easily fulfill 
their pastoral call on a long-term basis.   
Small Group Involvement 
 
Involvement in a small group is vital to wellness for many pastors. Small groups 
were emphasized in three of the four regions. Small groups did not factor prominently in 
focus group discussion in the fourth region for no apparent reason. Small groups of 
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whatever kind provide valuable structure that is important to wellness: 
Conversation contributes greatly to my wellness. When I am able to talk 
about whatever it is that perhaps I haven‟t even identified needs to be 
talked about and that happens only when there‟s something on my 
calendar that I‟m going to be together with people who expect me to say 
something, what‟s going on in my life. To the extent that I‟ve had that, 
that‟s been positive. When I recognized that wellness is not there, I often 
can look back and see a lot of isolation 
 
Pastors must intentionally pursue relationships for the sake of their own emotional health. 
Church-based groups. Pastors have different opinions concerning participation 
in small groups within their churches. Attitudes vary regarding the importance of small 
groups, from a pastor who has never personally been a member of a small group to 
pastors who make a point of joining small groups in their congregations and stating their 
desire to be viewed as a group member not pastors. One pastor describes his 
forthrightness in pursuing small groups within his church: 
I‟ve always been in a small group and have always found a real significant 
level of friendship in the midst of that. I try to tell people, “I‟m not here 
because I‟m a pastor. I‟m here because I need community in my life.” 
 
While some pastors may find removing their pastoral persona to be difficult, others view 
this as essential to their wellness.  
Small groups may function as a form of buffer between overlapping systems of 
family and ministry. The value of small groups is illustrated by a pastor who had an 
argument with his son prior to a church meeting. As he walked into the church, a member 
of his “life group” asked how he was:  
At that moment I knew I had a choice. And I started to cry and these 
weren‟t accountability people that I was close to but guys around the table, 
and at that moment these guys gathered around me and just started to pray 
for me. Now I think that is a huge thing for the congregation when we as 
pastors spend all our time trying to care for them, if we can‟t in a moment 
be able to turn around and let them care for us.  
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Through choosing to share his personal world with someone from his small group, this 
pastor experienced needed care during a crisis. 
Although several pastors spoke positively about their small group experience 
within their congregations, not all pastors agreed. A pastor and his wife who was also on 
staff were part of a small group that would “switch hats” on them. They would want to be 
their friends but then place expectations on them as pastors. Another pastor who was in 
charge of small groups has never been a member of a small group in his church but has 
developed informal, unstructured helpful relationships with a few couples in his church. 
One pastoral couple meets regularly with three couples from his church but not as a 
formal small group due to scheduling conflicts. They often meet for lunch after the 
Sunday morning service: 
So we now have three couples as a small group, but we never meet as a 
small group because I can‟t make it. We‟ll have lunches together after the 
11:00 a.m. service and connect up. And I‟ll go to a hockey game with one 
of the guys, or we‟ll go shooting with another guy. And we call that our 
small group.  
 
While building close relationships within their congregations may be difficult for many 
pastors, other pastors demonstrate that with intentionality and creativity such 
relationships can be developed. 
Participating in small groups within their churches may be easier for pastors of 
larger churches. A participant who had pastored larger churches suggested that when a 
church reaches a certain size, pastors may be more transparent and honest in a small 
group without undermining their ministry. 
Several pastors spoke with affirmation about the support they receive from 
members of their elders‟ boards. No one referred to their entire board as a small group, 
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but several spoke of supportive relationships that they have experienced with members of 
their board. “I‟ve been very fortunate. I‟ve always had elders that were in my corner. I‟ve 
had elders who would tell me the truth.” 
Collegial groups. Although some pastors participate in a small group within their 
church, others look outside of their church community for small group fellowship: 
As I went into church planting, I purposely sought out somebody outside 
of the tribe that I could go to and say, “This is what‟s going on here now, 
what‟s your take on it?” Somebody who‟s further removed and doesn‟t 
interact with my other friends. 
 
One pastor spoke of the importance of a small collegial prayer group—four or five in his 
district. Building trust takes time in such a group, but even meeting monthly, he is able to 
reconnect with members of this group and experience care. Pastors use passionate 
language in describing the importance of small groups. One pastor speaks of the support 
he receives from an interdenominational small group: 
There have been lots of times where those guys saved my life because 
there was stuff that I was feeling and going through that it wasn‟t 
appropriate to sit down and talk with somebody in the church and yet 
those guys—I meet every week with a group of pastors—I probably have 
for fifteen years. It just goes back and forth between who needs—and 
who‟s giving and all the rest of that—that‟s been very helpful.  
 
This same pastor explains that a small group provides him with a stable source of care 
that makes up for the relational fluctuations in ministry. At some seasons pastors 
experience close relationships with their congregations. At other seasons, pastors feel 
disconnected with their congregations. In some settings, openly sharing with their 
congregations may not be safe: “But when I think [of] some of the relationships that have 
kept me sane, [it] is the small group experience.” 
Throughout the discussions pastors demonstrated that they are looking for in-
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depth relationships. Such relationships are not formed in what one pastor describes as 
“old style of ministerials”: 
They are completely shallow. You get together with a group of men you 
hardly have anything in common with and you have a missionary there 
and no one comes. And we‟re looking at breaking away from that pattern 
to develop what‟s called “ministry cells” and opening it up even outside of 
your own fellowship to ministers that you are in relationship with. There 
are different principles involved but the main one, of course, is genuine 
relationship. 
 
In spite of the strong consensus that small groups are important, letting down one‟s 
guard, or becoming part of a group is difficult for pastors. This reluctance may be due to 
the personality of the pastor but may also reflect a reserve that is part of the broader 
culture. One focus group spent considerable time discussing differences between 
American and Canadian culture and concluded that Canadians are more reserved than 
Americans.  
While some pastors join small groups primarily for relationship, others gather 
around “missional connecting points” that lead to relationship: 
Maybe at some seminar or something you realize that there is a missional 
heart. And you end up creating relationships out of that. Some of those are 
in the denomination. It‟s not the problem with our denominations but in 
each denomination people are all over the board in terms of what their 
missional focus is. And churches are so eclectic in each denomination. So 
you connect with some of them and others you don‟t. I think most guys I 
talk to are in some form of network—church planters, Willow Creek or 
some form, somewhere where their heart and expression of ministry has 
pulled them together.  
 
Several pastors agreed with the conclusion of this pastor that pastors open up more 
readily with colleagues with whom they share things in common. 
Another pastor describes the benefit he and his wife have received from 
friendship with a non-believing couple. In addition to friendship, this relationship helps to 
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provide him with perspective outside the “bubble of Christianity”: 
While I think it‟s very important to have a network around us that are part 
of our Christian experience and ministry passions, I think it‟s also healing 
for us to be involved with real people on a level that is intimate, not 
something that is artificial. We often have a mentality we can‟t get too 
close to non-Christians because we don‟t share the same values. I think 
there‟s some significant interaction we can have. I can feel free to say, 
“I‟m incredibly stressed” and he knows a little bit about church life and 
can speak into that from a kind of human point of view, and there may be 
some value to that.  
 
A pastor who has a self-described strong personality recognizes that people in his church 
may find him intimidating and, therefore, creates a small group outside of his 
congregation. He is fortunate to have people in his city with whom he graduated from 
seminary. He has brought them together and found them a base of support.  
This section has demonstrated that pastors pursue wellness through reflecting on 
their call—why they are in ministry, establishing and maintaining boundaries to protect 
themselves and their families, exercising self-care and engaging in small groups. In each 
of these initiatives, the primary responsibility for wellness rests with the individual: 
Self-leadership to me means everything. I can‟t wait for my board, my 
spouse, my friends to make that happen for me. It must be something I 
embrace at a very deep level. What do I need to recharge, what do I need 
to hit my full stride and just owning that and saying, “that is a chief thing 
that I do.”  
 
Through exercising self-leadership, pastors will experience a higher level of wellness. 
Factors Facilitating/Undermining Wellness 
In the first section, I explored measures that pastors take to promote wellness. 
This section explores factors that facilitate or undermine wellness over which pastors 
have little or no control. 
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Ministry Setting 
Ministry setting includes such things as geography, culture, church size and age, 
history of the church, demographics of the congregation, and job description, for 
example, is the pastor in a lead or assistant pastoral position. Cultural differences can be 
stressful for some pastors. One focus group spent considerable time discussing 
differences in culture between the United States and Canada. In spite of studies 
addressing individualism in America, participants in this group conceded that Canadian 
culture is even more individualistic. One pastor discovered significant cultural 
differences moving from one province to another. Moving to a more entrepreneurial city, 
where people were more driven, posed a challenge in building friendships with members 
of his congregation. One pastor spoke of the difficulty posed by moving from a setting 
where his wife was viewed as a full ministry partner to a setting where his wife was 
perceived as too involved. On the other hand, some pastors‟ wives are part of their 
husbands‟ pastoral staffs. 
While several pastors spoke of the value of serving as assistants under gifted 
senior pastor mentors, others who were expecting to be mentored spoke of their 
disappointment in this experience. Still others spoke of the valuable lessons they learned 
from being immediately thrust into lead pastor positions. Although ministry in rural or 
small town settings is often perceived as less significant than ministry in urban centers, 
one pastor describes the support and encouragement he received in a rural setting from 
other ministers when officiating at a tragic funeral. By way of contrast, another pastor in 
an urban setting residing close to a ministry friend of the same denomination would get 
together perhaps once a year. A pastor in a semi-rural setting describes the close sense of 
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community and cooperation he experienced with other pastors expressed in such things as 
combined community rallies.  
Unresolved Issues from the Past 
Pastors may carry into a ministry what one pastor refers to as “bad fuel” from 
personal background or previous ministry settings. Adjustment to a new ministry setting 
may also be affected by family of origin: 
My spouse comes from a blue-collar home and was used to work ending at 
4:30 in the afternoon. Her dad would come home with zero talons from 
work and obviously ministry is not that. Even aside from ministry, we had 
difficulty trying to figure out how to be well married in the early years. 
 
Reflecting on one‟s background may provide valuable insights into current situations. 
One pastor recalls a defining moment when he was twelve years old. One of his siblings 
was seriously ill. He was thrust into a “third parent” role and inwardly vowed he was 
going to take care of everything. This persona continued into his adult years causing him 
to reflect more of the temperament of Martha than Mary (Luke 10:38-42), yet he longed 
to have an intimate relationship with the Lord.  
Inheriting staff, leaders, and congregational history may impact the ministry 
setting. One pastor spoke of the difficulty of building relationships in a congregation that 
was wary of senior pastors due to prior negative experiences. While participants were 
generally positive concerning building relationships with staff members, one pastor 
described a “measured difference” between staff he had inherited and staff he had hired. 
He estimated that 80 percent of the angst he experienced in ministry came from staff he 
inherited.  
Supportive Leaders 
The attitude of lay leaders affects wellness positively or negatively. One pastor 
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spoke of how vital the role of his board of elders was in his recovery from burnout. His 
board was willing to embrace him in his wounded state. To recover psychologically and 
physically took about two years. The practice of Sabbath, physical exercise, and the 
support of his leaders were all instrumental to his healing. 
Congregational Conflict 
Sadly, pastors often experience conflict. Some arrive at a ministry setting that is a 
“time bomb” they did not set. As a result of their leadership role, some become a 
lightning rod for hostility. The reasons for conflict in churches are numerous. A primary 
cause of conflict is introducing change. In focus group discussion, some pastors of 
established churches expressed their frustration with introducing change, longing for the 
freedom of church planters to define the culture of a congregation. Initiating change in a 
congregation is a common source of stress that is more challenging and requires more 
time in an established congregation than a church plant: 
They get to pick and start things. When you come into an existing church 
you inherit whatever is there. I remember inheriting the leadership board 
and assuming we were all working together for the common good and 
common goals. It quickly became clear that that wasn‟t necessarily the 
case for everybody. To work in that kind [of] conflicting leadership 
situation is incredibly detrimental to wellness, and it certainly was to 
mine. 
 
The challenge of initiating change in an established congregation may be exacerbated by 
the presence of long-term members. Establishing trust with such individuals may take a 
long time: 
You can work with those kind of people over time and they can become 
strong allies, but it takes a lot longer to build up a chip, a pile of chips that 
you can trade in on, and if those decisions go south you lose a pile of 
chips, then you have to work them up again. It makes a big difference. 
  
Sadly, opposition sometimes comes from those from whom pastors expect support. These 
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may be key leaders, personal friends, or ministry colleagues. One pastor commented 
about the stress caused by retired pastors who began to attend his church: 
One greeted us, when we shook his hand and warmly welcomed him: 
“You‟ll be sorry we came to your church.” We assured him that there was 
no way we would. We would just love him and accept him and so on. We 
were sorry he came to our church. 
 
The disappointment expressed by this pastor is understandable. Retired pastors, more 
than anyone else, should be supporters of younger ministerial colleagues.   
Although some degree of conflict is inevitable in church life, one pastor expressed 
his conviction that much conflict can be avoided or resolved when pastors follow 
Scriptural counsel. Citing Proverbs, “when a man‟s ways please the Lord he will make 
even his enemies to be at peace with him” (Prov 16:7), this pastor places much of the 
responsibility for healthy relationships on the pastor: 
It starts with this guy right here. I do not think it‟s realistic to think 
everyone in the church is going to view me as their best friend. But I do 
believe if God can make me more like Jesus, eventually they won‟t be my 
enemy. 
 
A similar sentiment was expressed by another pastor: “If you‟re not good at relationships, 
you hurt people, won‟t say „sorry,‟ you won‟t eat crow when you should, weep with 
people when you should, it comes back to make you sick.” 
Overlapping Systems 
 
Pastors often speak of the difficulty separating their private and public worlds. 
One pastors describes this overlap as a “convergence dilemma”: 
The average layperson in your church who comes and hangs out, they 
have a work community, family community that they engage in. They 
have a friendship community that they are a part of, and typically pastors 
have all these converge in the life of the church. So when it goes sideways 
for them, that convergence dilemma is absolutely debilitating. A guy 
comes from his business sideways with his boss and he‟s able to come to 
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the church, which is a place of refuge. If I‟m sideways with my boss, I‟m 
sideways in the place of refuge. I don‟t think that the stress is different for 
pastors, but I think it gets compounded because of this convergence 
aspect. 
 
Pastors are simultaneously involved in several communities or “systems.” The  
 




Pastors often struggle with performance anxiety. Although they enter ministry as 
a spiritual calling, they frequently are evaluated by secular models of success. Sometimes 
stress comes from a pastor‟s own performance orientation. Unresolved issues from their 
past may cause pastors to be driven or pursue unhealthy models of success. One pastor 
describes a recalibration that came after a period of reflection on his own family of origin 
as a firstborn thrust into a quasi-parenting role. During this period of reflection, this 
pastor realized that, due to his past, he was missing much in life and ministry. “I made a 
determination that my life─I had a recalibration─I went from being a performer and 
became a lover.” A performance mentality prevents pastors from displaying weakness: 
In most churches/paradigms of ministry, pastors are not allowed to be 
weak. We want pastors to excel at performance. The whole thing is wired 
against wellness. What we do is a fishbowl/performance-based reality. I‟m 
not sure what to do with that yet, but I do not know of any profession 
where the stakes are so high on us. 
 
With particular candor, a pastor describes how being performance oriented can even 
invade preaching. Instead of preaching to communicate God‟s Word clearly, pastors may 
be concerned about how a message is received. They may preach for the approval of 
people: 
I‟ve seen pastors where they were heroes when the church was going well. 
Just as soon as things began to unravel or the wheels came off, people 
began to attack them or at least that‟s how they felt. When the numbers are 
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going up, when the money‟s coming in, everything‟s positive. Everybody 
loves you and you‟re a hero. 
 
The pressure to perform is enormous for clergy who lead churches that follow such a 
secular model of success. 
This section has identified factors that pastors perceive as promoting or 
undermining wellness. Pastors inherit a ministry setting that may be conducive to 
wellness or make wellness difficult. Congregational conflict, more prevalent in 
established churches, often arises from the pastor‟s attempts to initiate change. 
Overlapping systems of family, church, and community make establishing boundaries 
difficult for pastors. Success orientation on the part of either the pastor or the 
congregation may pressure pastors to minister out of a performance, not ministry, mind-
set. 
Wellness and Relational Spheres 
Throughout this study pastors repeatedly spoke about the essentiality of 
relationships to wellness. This section explores what pastors perceive as helpful in 
congregational, denominational, and collegial relationships for promoting wellness. A 
seasoned pastor provided wise counsel concerning the relationship between healthy 
relationships and emotional health: 
If there‟s any encouragement that I pass along to college students, your 
biggest job is going to be how you respond relationally to people. If you 
get a handle on that, a lot of the angst that will create sickness in ministry 
will be taken away. There are always differences of opinion. But then 
there‟s what that does emotionally between people. If you can manage the 
interpersonal skills, I think you‟re well on your way to having good health. 
 
Relationally astute pastors will be healthier pastors. 
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Congregations Who Care 
Throughout the conversations pastors cited examples of care they have received 
from their congregations. In view of one of the interview protocol questions addressing 
the first five years of ministry, several pastors gave examples from this very important 
period of ministry. The types of care provided were as varied as the needs presented. 
Some expressions of care were in response to traumatic experiences:  
 A young couple had a stillborn child. They were embraced by their new 
congregation. Relationships were cemented through shared tragedy. 
 A young couple with a three-year-old gave birth to twins. Though pastoring a 
declining church, their intense family needs helped to rally the congregation contributing 
to their family‟s wellness and solidifying relationships with the congregation. 
 While he was completing a university degree and a part-time, weekend 
ministry, a pastor‟s wife discovered she had breast cancer. Their congregation, though 
“beat up” from prior conflict, rallied around this young couple, benefiting both the 
pastoral couple and the congregation. 
Pastors described the importance of care in coping with the initial adjustments of 
ministry. In some cases, individuals within congregations displayed special insight into 
the challenges facing younger or less experienced pastors: 
 A young couple moved from another province. Facing marital and ministry 
adjustments, they were adopted by a couple who treated them as their own children.  
 An American couple from a large church background began a second career in 
ministry. They were terrified when called to serve a small church in the Midwest, but the 
love of a couple in the church and the caring of the congregation make the first 
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experience a great one.  
 A loving, affirming congregation made a pastor feel like a winner. He and his 
wife experienced wholeness and enjoyed five years of positive ministry to that 
congregation. 
A congregation‟s ability to provide emotional support to its pastor may be 
affected by its history. One pastor describes inheriting a congregation where the previous 
pastor was fired. Consequently, the congregation was cautious about getting close to a 
new pastor. He is fortunate to receive emotional support from long-term friends outside 
of the congregation. He concludes, “If I didn‟t have that and had to depend on the depth 
of relationships here, I‟d be dead.”  
A leader of a house church network describes how as leader he is fortunate to be 
part of a church culture where vulnerability is permissible within the house church of 
which he‟s a part. In addition, he has two men with whom he meets weekly for prayer. 
Seeking somebody “outside of the tribe” to whom he can go and discuss ministry issues 
has also been beneficial.  
Friendships within the Congregation 
Pastors are most affirming of collegial relationships and expressed mixed feelings 
about the depth of relationship achievable within their congregations: 
I would say that I‟m a quintessential Canadian. I choose not to have really 
deep relationship with people in the congregation. It can be such a 
minefield. In at least one situation where I allowed that to happen—to 
have a deep relationship with someone in the congregation—I have been 
living with the negative results of that for some time now. 
 
In spite of the risks, participants agreed that cultivating relationships within their church 
community is essential. One pastor wisely states, “It seems dysfunctional to be talking 
Grieve 109 
about the community of Christ and not to be able to have friendship within it.” While 
several pastors expressed the need for caution in befriending people within their 
congregations, some pastors manage to negotiate these waters better than others. One 
pastor describes an elder who came alongside of him as a young pastor, a friendship that 
has continued to the present. The elder explained the reason for their special long-term 
friendship: 
We‟re good friends because I‟m not impressed with him. I view him as a 
friend not as a pastor. It‟s not about his performance. It‟s about who he is 
as a person. I‟m not impressed with his performance. I love him for who 
he is.  
 
Pastors long to be accepted for who they are: 
There are times when I get so tired of religious work, so tired of careerism, 
the expectations, the pressure, the move towards whatever contemporary 
ministry is or postmodern outreach and just to say, you know what, when 
all the smoke clears and the dust settles, I am continually looking for 
authenticity. I‟m looking for people whom I can accept for who they are 
and they‟re willing to accept me for who I am. 
 
Although other relationships such as with staff and board members are important, pastors 
need a few confidants with whom they can share their inner selves: 
Your staff brings a great sense of relief, humor to your life. If your office 
isn‟t a fun place to be, that‟s unfortunate. It really needs to be that. But 
you can only be so open with the issues facing you. I have wonderful men 
on our board. And a couple in particular older men that a few times over 
the years I have confided in, they‟ve been so helpful to me. But my 
deepest soul has only been known to a few men that I really, really trust. 
 
While pastors may have different views concerning in whom they may confide, they are 
agreed that such in-depth relationships are essential. 
Mentors 
Mentors play a significant role in pastoral wellness. Sadly young pastors often 
speak with disappointment about the lack of mentoring they receive, yet, to their credit, 
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pastors often seek out their own mentors. These may come from denominational sources, 
seniors within their congregations, retired pastors, pastors from other communities, or 
other sources. One second generation pastor spoke with great admiration of a weekly 
breakfast he enjoys with his father, now well retired from pastoral ministry. Perhaps more 
important than the identity of mentors are the qualities pastors admire or desire in 
mentors. “Somebody who I can look up to who would not only see me as a pastor or 
would not see me just as a friend but who would see me as a child who needs to learn, 
who needs to grow.” Although some pastors describe mentoring relationships as 
serendipitous, others seek such relationships. One pastor in the final quarter of his 
ministry spoke with regret of discovering a godly mentor almost “too late.” He 
approached that man with the words, “Don‟t let me get away with nothing.” This senior 
mentor forced him to be honest about himself. He wished he had sought out someone 
similar when he was younger.  
Denominational Initiatives 
With the exception of Asian pastors, little was mentioned in the focus group 
discussions concerning the role of denominations in promoting pastoral wellness. 
Evidently many pastors do not feel the freedom to confide in their judicatory leaders. 
Pastors seek their own networks and do not respond well to denominationally initiated 
networks. They gather around missional, not denominational, objectives. Pastors are 
reluctant to speak openly with denominational officials; consequently, a strong relational 
bond between pastors and judicatories is not forged. In some cases, the poor relational 
bond is the fault of the pastor. Denominations often have services designed to provide 
care to pastors that pastors choose not to access: “In some cases, pastors act isolated. 
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That‟s their weakness. Many pastors, even though there are services and care at the 
denominational level, that‟s not going to be their first move.” Pastors seem reticent to 
speak to their denominational supervisors about trouble until a situation deteriorates 
beyond remedy. A focus group participant who was also a member of a district executive 
committee expressed the concern of district superintendents who, when dealing with 
church conflicts, stated they wished they could have known earlier. 
Some denominational initiatives are helpful. One pastor describes a “Care” 
program in his denomination. Each pastor and licensed minister receives a monthly 
phone call inquiring about how they are doing, and how the denomination can serve and 
pray for them: 
It‟s only as good as what people are willing to disclose. It‟s not an attempt 
to pry; it is not tied to the supervisors or the overseers. If pastors give 
signals that they are struggling, someone will confidentially go to their 
assistance.  
 
Another person speaks highly of an annual denominational fasting and prayer retreat held 
in the mountains for a group of about twenty pastors. Ordinarily he does not find much 
benefit in denominational initiatives. This one is an exception. While pastors are 
frequently reluctant to share personal matters with denominational leaders, other pastors 
without denominational ties may wish for some. One pastor who is currently serving a 
nondenominational church after previously serving a denominational church, expressed a 
certain longing for denominational support and accountability and recalled how lonely he 
felt when he started his new ministry without a built-in collegial base. 
Summary 
This study has shown that pastors take wellness seriously. They are intentional in 
their pursuit of wellness. The most frequently cited measure is to remain focused on 
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one‟s call. Pastors clearly view a call to ministry as essential to continuance. Ministry is a 
stressful occupation. Without a strong sense of call, pastors would find quitting too easy. 
Family is also a significant contributor to clergy wellness. Participation in a small group 
is vital. Pastors need a base of support. While some find such support within their 
congregations, many find it outside. Pastors prefer to seek out a group of their own rather 
than participate in traditional ministerial structures or denominationally oriented groups. 
Third, cultivating an “adventure outside of the church” protects pastors from unhealthy 
enmeshment with their congregations. Such an adventure is essential for sustaining 
wellness and also for recovery from the pain when as one pastor describes, “Ministry 
goes south.” 
In identifying facilitators or obstacles to wellness, an important issue is the 
ministry setting. Pastors in this study demonstrated ability to adjust to a variety of 
settings, but clearly merging their own backgrounds and personality with the culture of 
their congregations is challenging. The prevalence of congregational conflict, often 
arising from introducing change, is stressful. Establishing boundaries in a profession with 
overlapping relational spheres is essential but challenging in such a relationally oriented 
profession. In their relationships within their denomination and congregations, pastors 
want to be accepted for who they are. They speak fondly of congregations that 
demonstrate care in practical ways. They are looking for mentors. While they are also 
looking for friendship, they are cautious concerning the possibility of close relationships 




This study has examined factors contributing to wellness throughout the seasons 
of vocational ministry. While the primary focus of this research has been the wellness of 
clergy, throughout I have sought to demonstrate a link between clergy and congregational 
wellness. Studies of church health have demonstrated that growth is a natural outcome in 
healthy churches. If congregational health is impacted by clergy health, then improving 
clergy wellness will positively impact congregational health and growth. 
Chapter 1 presents multiple causes of pastoral stress such as overlapping systems, 
burnout, relational isolation, vocational dissatisfaction, forced terminations, value 
dissonance, and congregational resistance to change. Clergy families experience 
distinctive stressors due to congregational expectations and constraints on time and 
privacy, without compensatory benefits enjoyed by other professions. Pastors experience 
stress in their attempt to grow churches amidst changing societal values such as radical 
individualism. Pastors also struggle with vocational identity due to diminished regard for 
church and clergy in Western culture. Chapter 1 also introduces the subject of wellness. 
Wellness is a wide-ranging word encompassing physical, spiritual, emotional, and social 
realms. The Hebrew word shalom (Greek, eirene) is multifaceted and encompasses 
wholeness of individuals and communities. Wellness and shalom are dealt with more 
extensively in Chapter 2.  
Chapter 2 presents an overview of the metaphor of seasons—historically, 
psychologically, and developmentally. While pastors routinely deal with seasons of life 
through their pastoral care of congregations, pastors may not give sufficient attention to 
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their own life passages. Chapter 2 examines factors contributing to wellness in the life of 
the Apostle Paul as seen through the lens of his letter to the church at Philippi. In 
Philippians, Paul is seen at his emotional best, a surprising phenomenon, given his 
external circumstances. Although Paul is going through a dark season of life and 
ministry, he is filled with joy and contentment. In a word, Paul is experiencing shalom. 
Through examining Paul‟s relationship with the church at Philippi, individual and 
communal factors were identified that contributed to Paul‟s wellness.  
The subject of pastoral wellness was reviewed in Chapter 3 and research 
questions were expanded. The first question sought to uncover personal measures pastors 
employ to cultivate wellness throughout the seasons of vocational ministry. The second 
question focused on what pastors perceive as facilitating or undermining wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry. The third question addressed what pastors 
perceive as helpful in pastor-congregation/pastor-denominational relationships for 
sustaining wellness throughout the seasons of vocational ministry. Chapter 3 also 
provided an overview of participants, a summary of evangelicalism in Canada, a profile 
of the cities where each discussion took place as well as a summary of the research 
methodology to be employed. 
Chapter 4 presented findings from the four focus group discussions. This research 
concluded that pastors are intentional in their pursuit of wellness. The measures they take 
to cultivate wellness and the advice they give to other pastors are consistent.  
The Call to Ministry 
This study demonstrated the high value pastors attribute to their call to ministry. 
At no point in any focus group discussion did pastors refer to ministry as one vocational 
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choice among many. Whenever reference was made to entering ministry, the language of 
calling was employed. The frequency of reference to calling by participants is surprising 
given the paucity of reference to calling in literature on clergy wellness. By contrast, the 
theme of calling is prominent in Scripture and was a key factor in the wellness of the 
Apostle Paul as cited in the case of Philippians.  
Whether referring to their initial call to ministry or subsequent experiences of call, 
pastors clearly do not view the idea of calling to ministry as antiquated. The 
responsibilities and rigors of vocational ministry evidently require spiritual confirmation. 
A clear sense of divine call to ministry is important for several reasons. First, in 
evangelical churches, emphasis on the distinctiveness of a pastoral call is declining. This 
decline may be partly explained by a renewed emphasis on the priesthood of all believers. 
Second, pastors are facing a crisis of identity. Many pastors feel marginalized by society 
and unappreciated by the church. Third, ministry is a demanding profession. Unless 
pastors have a strong conviction of calling, the stresses of ministry will eventually wear 
them down, causing even higher numbers of pastors to leave the profession. 
From the preceding observations, arise several implications. First, while the 
dismantling of clericalism is encouraging, the present movement of lay empowerment 
should not be pursued with an anticlerical bias that demoralizes pastors who are already 
feeling marginalized. Unleashed laity should ideally encourage pastors and help to 
shoulder the load of leading the congregation. Churches need to recapture the teachings 
of Ephesians 4, which stresses both spiritual gifts, including the gift of pastor, and the 
equipping function of the gifts. In New Testament teaching on spiritual gifts, the 
suggestion that the gifts given to the church have made the pastoral gift unnecessary is 
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not found. 
A second implication of pastoral calling concerns pastoral longevity. Studies of 
pastoral longevity (Brglez 138) demonstrate an important relationship between lengthy 
pastoral tenures and congregational growth. In this study pastors repeatedly referred to 
the critical importance of their call to perseverance—especially during times of trial.  
Because a clear conviction of call is so essential to ministry perseverance, a correlation 
between the certainty of one‟s call and ministry longevity may be logically assumed. An 
uncertain call or a diminished sense of call may be factors in the high incidence of 
ministry drop out. A clear call is necessary, both to draw people into ministry and to 
sustain people in ministry.  
 A third implication is that churches and denominations should take seriously their 
role in identifying individuals within their congregations who may sense a calling to 
vocational ministry. Supportive and discerning leaders could play an important role in 
helping those in their congregations who may be considering vocational ministry. In light 
of a reduced emphasis on calling to vocational ministry, church and denominational 
leaders should consider carefully how to promote the distinctiveness of a calling to 
vocational ministry. 
Overlapping Systems 
Pastors, lay leaders, and judicatories need to be more aware of individual, family, 
congregational, community, and denominational systems and the interrelatedness of these 
systems. I have repeatedly noted the link between the health of individual clergy, clergy 
families, congregations and denominations. A further system to consider is the 
community where ministry takes place. Participants in this study did not reflect a great 
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deal on relational systems. Wellness was largely addressed from a personal perspective. 
Greater familiarity with systems should prove beneficial for clergy and congregations. 
The research of writers such as Maloney and Hunt and Steinke and the Alban Institute 
could be profitable reading for evangelical pastors more inclined to reading the latest 
publication from Willow Creek. In their zeal to grow churches, evangelical pastors can 
easily succumb to pragmatism and neglect the insights of writers outside of their tradition 
who can shed valuable light on growing healthy churches. Several implications arise 
from systems thinking. 
First, care needs to be given in attempting to match church culture with the 
cultural background of prospective pastors. Understanding where a congregation is in its 
organizational cycle will also be helpful in assessing the type of pastoral leader needed. 
Such an understanding would also be helpful for pastors in assessing their suitability. 
Assessing a congregation‟s readiness to change is also important. Previous history of the 
church and prospective pastor should be carefully addressed. Greater attention needs to 
be given to the candidation process. One writer argues passionately that burnout may be 
due to poor candidation procedures. Just as marital disharmony can be prevented through 
thorough premarital preparation, so thoughtful and thorough pre-candidation process can 
prevent conflict and pain resulting from an unsuitable match (Umidi 8). By contrast, 
common values can be powerful energizers. A unique partnership is created when 
congregations and pastors share similar core values (39). Assessing the suitability of a 
prospective match between congregation and pastor should be done whenever a major 
transition is considered. With an increasing number of churches staffing from within the 
congregation or shifting leadership roles such as promoting an associate to the role of 
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senior pastor, a thorough assessment of the compatibility of the prospective staff member 
with the needs of the organization  is still necessary (9). 
 A second implication of systems thinking concerns the life cycle of the various 
interacting systems. Prospective pastors and search committees should be familiar with 
the insights of Maloney and Hunt concerning the interaction between individual life 
cycles and other life cycles such as congregations, and communities. Although it may not 
be possible or, in some cases, even desirable to match the life cycle of a pastor with that 
of a congregation, awareness of variance in life cycle may prevent conflict from 
unrealistic expectations.   
Systems thinking should lead to consideration of the cultural context of ministry. 
Congregations do not exist in a vacuum. Cultural currents need to be considered. Some 
trends affect most congregations such as the shrinking volunteer base as a result of the 
majority of women working outside of the home. Other cultural currents will vary from 
setting to setting. Issues such as the local economy and demography of the church and 
surrounding community need to be considered.  
A practical implication of systems thinking concerns assessing ministerial 
effectiveness. Church attendance or income is not sufficient criteria for assessment. 
Cycles of growth or decline affect individuals, institutions, communities, and nations. 
Systems thinking demonstrates that congregational life is far more complex than who is 
providing pastoral leadership: 
This means that congregational and denominational leaders need to 
address some of the pressures and demands in ministry. This would 
include addressing issues of role overload, time constraints, the 
presumptive expectations and boundary problems that systemically work 
against pastors, their families and their well-being. Systemic problems 
demand systemic interventions, not simply personal ones. (Headley 16) 
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Thinking systemically should impact how churches and clergy handle transitions. The 
way transitions are handled will have long-term impact on the health of a congregation, 
health of the pastor, health of the pastor‟s family, and health of the denomination. 
Familiarity with systems‟ dynamics will help prevent hasty solutions when ministers 
experience problems and will lead to consideration of systemic factors that contribute to 
problems. 
The Role of Leaders 
 
Church and judicatory leaders need to be stewards of shalom. Such stewardship 
has both positive and negative functions. Negatively, leaders steward the immune system 
of the congregation or denomination and seek to eliminate whatever undermines shalom. 
Positively, as they identify, articulate, and promote biblical values, they help promote 
shalom. In addressing both functions, leaders continue the tradition of the canonical 
prophets in addressing justice within their communities. Shalom is produced in 
communities as the interests of all members are addressed, and members rally around 
common values. Shalom requires standing resolutely against forces that destroy shalom 
and render that community ineffective in advancing the kingdom of God. A scapegoat 
approach to conflict will not lead to shalom if whatever is undermining it is permitted to 
remain. Leadership must exercise discernment to identify the causes of conflict properly. 
The discernment process is part of what Steinke means when he speaks of leaders being 
equivalent to the human body‟s immune system. True, an immune system can overreact 
and destroy the body, but a healthy immune system is essential to promoting shalom in a 
church community: 
Leaders can be the “salvation” of a congregation. Well differentiated, they 
respond with a wide repertoire of responses. They give the congregation 
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“wise blood,” wisdom derived from countless challenges to the church‟s 
integrity. Leaders can be the “ruin” too-if they do not resist alien forces, if 
they overreact.... Differentiated people will accept a situation as a 
challenge, behave with greater flexibility, and consider different options. 
They will be less driven by automatic processes, which alone allows for a 
wider range of behavior and a more creative response. (99) 
 
In light of the high frequency of forced terminations or poorly managed transitions, 
greater attention needs to be given to developing local church leaders who are able to 
provide needed wisdom in difficult times. 
As a practical measure, given that clergy are more likely to experience burnout as 
a result of criticism than other ministry stressors (Lee 488), church and denominational 
leaders need to protect clergy from the corrosive impact of excessive criticism. Criticism, 
more than any other ministry stressor, undermines pastoral shalom. The vulnerability of 
clergy to criticism may, in part, be due to a narcissistic tendency (Perry 21), but it is a 
reality that needs to be addressed. The drive for some pastors to succeed may reflect a 
poor theology of success but regrettably it is often reinforced by churches and 
denominations who affirm the visibly successful while withholding affirmation from 
those who faithfully fulfill their calling without fanfare (22). While the need for 
affirmation may be perceived as a weakness of clergy, a deficit in affirmation is 
exacerbated by the decline in society‟s esteem of clergy and churches.  
Managing transitions with care can promote wellness. Transitions by themselves 
are stressful. When transitions are unexpected, either too early or too late, trauma can 
occur (Sell 15-16). Exercising greater care when initiating transitions will promote 
wellness. Given, however, the lack of disclosure between clergy and denominational 
leaders until situations have become irreparable, structures need to be developed to 
promote dialogue and avoid unexpected or unnecessary transitions.  
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 The issue of boundaries or self-differentiation is an important factor in the pursuit 
of wellness. As I have demonstrated, overlapping systems pose unique challenges to 
clergy. Pastors need to avoid becoming too distant from, or too enmeshed with, their 
congregations. In this study, most of the participants were in their middle years. Several 
referred to establishing boundaries in response to inadequate boundary definition in 
earlier periods of ministry. Younger, zealous pastors may have a tendency to overextend 
themselves and develop ministry patterns that are not sustainable at different stages, such 
as during the child-raising years, or throughout one‟s ministry.  
In seeking such a balance, an important issue needs to be addressed. In pursuing 
wellness, pastors may be easily corrupted by a self-consumed culture. Wellness is a noble 
pursuit but must not become idolatrous. Reflection on Christ‟s warning that, “the man 
who loves his life will lost it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it, 
for eternal life” (John 12:25) serves to warn all believers that one‟s self, while important, 
must still yield to a higher authority. While pastors need to guard against self-
differentiation that is purely self-motivated and thus a denial of their calling, a degree of 
self-differentiation is necessary for the health of both clergy and congregations: 
It is the high calling of loving another person so much that I do not deny 
who I am or lose my integrity. The truly self-differentiated person freely 
chooses [original emphasis] to be a self for others as a part of a healthy 
family system. Self-differentiation is an important aspect of healthy 
personhood. It is only out of a deep and rich sense of self that truly 
generous giving flows. (Rock 30) 
 
Self-differentiation must therefore be distinguished by self-centeredness. A truly self-
differentiated pastor will not be consumed with self but be freed to serve others. 
While not wanting to spiritualize all problems in churches and clergy, the reality 
of spiritual conflict must be remembered. If shalom within a Christian community is a 
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powerful sign of the kingdom and reflects the ideal community found in the Trinity, such 
a sign may logically be expected to be contested by spiritual forces of evil. Paul‟s 
conviction that our battle is not against flesh and blood but against principalities and 
powers should caution Christian leaders facing challenges against presumptive solutions 
that ignore possible root causes of a spiritual nature.  
Church governing bodies need to be inclusive and comprehensive in pursuit of 
shalom. In viewing the church as a system, pastoral leadership must not be ignored. 
Leaders must go beyond performance appraisals to include inquiry concerning pastoral 
wellness. While lay leaders may not be able to be the confidantes of the pastor in the 
deepest sense, they need to ensure the pastor‟s health and that of his or her family is 
promoted and protected. Pastors are more than employees of the church; they are part of 
the congregational family. Pastoral performance will improve as pastoral wellness 
improves. In addition, improved wellness of clergy and clergy families will improve the 
health of the congregation.  
Developing a true partnership such as that experienced by Paul in his relationship 
with the church at Philippi should be the goal. The rich partnership Paul experienced with 
the Philippians was a key factor in sustaining his emotional health even in the midst of 
hardship. Paul‟s experience was corroborated by pastors in the focus groups who cited 
examples of how churches came alongside them during times of crisis. While participants 
frequently referred to congregational care during periods of crisis, little reference was 
made to proactive or preventative care. No reference was made to initiatives by 
organizations such Focus on the Family regarding “Pastor Appreciation Month.” Such 
expressions of care can do much to bolster pastoral well-being and provide an emotional 
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reserve for handling the stress of ministry. In my own study of an African-American 
congregation, I was astonished to observe the high level of support given to clergy by 
congregations. All churches could learn from their example.  
Congregational and judicatory leaders may help in boundary definition. Pastors 
face a good deal of stress by trying to be omnicompetent and meet all expectations. In 
this study I have noted that some pastors have found greater freedom in ministry by 
focusing their energies in their areas of ministry strength. In large churches with multiple 
staff, senior pastors may be able to specialize. In smaller churches or churches where the 
senior pastor is not able to adjust the job description, lay leadership may need to exercise 
greater initiative in assuming ministry tasks. In some cases senior pastors are reticent to 
give up ministry. Lay leaders may need to be more assertive in such situations. The point 
is, true partnership in ministry needs to be developed among pastors, staff members, and 
lay leaders so that gifts are discovered and affirmed and the ministry load is shared. The 
congregation will benefit as more leaders are empowered to utilize their unique gifts to 
build up the body. Pastors, in turn, will experience reduced stress and the joy of increased 
collegiality in ministry. 
In promoting clergy wellness, providing greater exposure to seasons of life will 
prove valuable. Pastors and judicatories could design less generic in-service training and 
design training better suited to where clergy are in their vocational or life cycles. 
Reference to ministry life cycle often consists of little more than helping younger clergy 
to start well or helping older clergy prepare for retirement. In spite of the frequent 
exposure of pastors to life cycles through their pastoral care of congregants (Baab), 
pastors may not have sufficient space or emotional energy to reflect sufficiently on the 
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seasons of their own lives. While parishioners often require assistance in working 
through their personal life passages, pastors who share the same need often do not take 
the time or lack the resources to negotiate the seasons of their own lives. Pastors need to 
take time to reflect on their lives because “on the human level, the primary tool in 
pastoral work is one‟s person, one‟s self” (Noyce 90). 
Developing Support Systems for Clergy 
While this study placed high value on relationships between the congregation and 
pastors, it also demonstrated limitations. Some pastors seem to be able to build deep 
relationships within their congregations. More, however, express reticence to speak too 
candidly with congregants. Throughout this study, clergy described going outside their 
church community to be able to share freely without fear of reprisal. Pastors in this study 
highly affirmed the importance of in-depth relationships. Whether they find such 
relationships within or without their local churches, pastors need a place to belong. They 
need a group for accountability and support.  
Regrettably, pastors do not necessarily find their relational needs met through 
even collegial relationships. According to David C. Olsen and William N. Grosch, the 
therapeutic value of clergy support groups requires universality (realizing that one is not 
alone and being able to see oneself in others), interpersonal learning (learning what one‟s 
behavior is, its effect on others, and underlying motivation), and group cohesiveness 
(feeling of belonging, acceptance and validation; 303). Groups lacking any of these three 
key ingredients will be of little benefit to participants. The ideal support group would be 
comprised of no more than five ministry colleagues who are used to dealing with similar 
issues and problems. Often a threat of professional competition must be overcome 
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(Bailey 600). 
Addressing the support needs of clergy should begin prior to commencement of 
vocational ministry and continue through the first years of ministry. Seminary and 
judicatory leaders need to pay particular attention to stress in students both during 
seminary years and in the first years of ministry. Stress management patterns formed in 
seminary often continue through the early years of ministry. Some studies have shown 
that the first four or five years after ordination are particularly difficult for ministers 
(Harbaugh and Rogers 104).  
An often-neglected support system is a pastor‟s home church. Missionaries 
commonly have a sending church. Pastors could also benefit by having a sending church 
and sustaining a relationship with that church. Raymond Bailey believes that pastors need 
a spiritual guide outside of the congregation they are serving. He cites African-American 
tradition where pastors are not members of the congregations they are serving but 
maintain a relationship with a home church (601). 
A Hermeneutic of Stress 
In focus group discussion, older pastors and participants from Asia spoke more 
freely of the sacrificial nature of ministry than younger, Canadian born pastors. While the 
adage, “I‟d rather burn out for God than rust out,” is most certainly not a Biblical ideal, 
one cannot ignore the centrality of the cross in Christian theology. During the focus 
group discussions, theological reflection was not prominent. Grand themes such as 
sanctification, eschatology, following Christ, and the cost of discipleship were hardly, if 
at all, mentioned. Had these themes been addressed, participants would likely have 
conceded their importance. The fact, however, that pastors are not using theology in 
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reflecting on ministry is noteworthy. Many pastors appear to be reflecting on ministry 
through the lenses of the social sciences rather than through the lenses of Scripture. 
While the social sciences may provide valuable insights, Scripture and theology must 
remain primary for clergy. The apostle Paul, in Philippians, serves as an excellent model. 
Paul‟s demonstrates that to be emotionally healthy in spite of one‟s circumstances is 
possible. Paul‟s ability to reflect theologically on his situation was surely a key factor in 
his wellness. 
While not wanting to minimize the demands of ministry or trivialize the wounds 
that inevitably accompany ministry, pastors would benefit from developing a scriptural 
“hermeneutic of stress” (Oates 574). Arthur Freeman says, “Well-being to some extent 
has to do with being well, but it has more to do with existing well in the midst of 
whatever life brings to one. Thus there can be well-being in the midst of suffering” (8). In 
Western culture a stress-free life is expected and lamented when it is not received. An 
understanding of the cost of discipleship that is intuitive to some cultures must be re-
learned in a more affluent American or Canadian context. Scripture teaches that suffering 
can be beneficial to growth. In Romans 5:3, Paul outlines several virtues arising from 
stress (Oates 576): 
1. Suffering produces character; 
2. Character produces endurance; 
3. Endurance produces hope; 
4. Hope relieves disappointment; and, 
5. God‟s love becomes apparent. 
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Clergy Responsibility 
While numerous factors affect pastoral wellness, at least part of the responsibility 
must be assumed by pastors themselves. Pastors need to be intentional in their pursuit of 
wellness. Taking care of their bodies, governing their emotions, and giving priority to 
spiritual formation are essential habits if pastors are to be healthy. Being good stewards 
of oneself is not selfish. On the contrary, healthy pastors contribute to healthy families, 
congregations, and denominations. While burnout in the ministry may sound noble, and 
in some cases be unavoidable, every effort should be made to prevent it. Pastoral neglect 
of their spiritual life is well stated by Lewis: “Many clergy spend too little time drinking 
from the well of Living Water, and are spiritually parched and unable to fill the cups of 
others.” 
An important aspect of self-care is one‟s relational life. Focus group participants 
repeatedly stressed the importance of friendship to clergy health. Pastors need to pursue 
friendships. Some pastors choose to keep people at a distance to their emotional 
detriment. In view of the fact that many pastors continue to draw on friends made during 
their ministry preparation years, development of such friendships should be encouraged 
by colleges and seminaries. In addition, pastors should be encouraged to nurture long-
term relationships. Such relationships can provide valuable support throughout one‟s 
ministry.  
In their pursuit of wellness, pastors also need to take responsibility for those they 
are leading. During focus group discussions, several pastors spoke of their 
disappointment in senior pastors who were poor mentors or left too soon. Senior pastors 
need to assume their responsibility to promote shalom within their leadership team. 
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Pastors and lay leaders should seek to experience and model the shalom they desire 
within their congregations.  
Shalom in a Postmodern Context 
Discussion about postmodernism abounds in these days. While the subject is far 
too vast and complex for the present study, one thing is clear—presentation of the gospel 
in a postmodern context needs to be holistic. Many Christians in their zeal to reach 
people with the gospel unwittingly articulate a dualistic gospel. They have a passion for 
“souls” but only a secondary concern for “bodies.” Such a truncated view of human 
persons will lack authenticity to postmoderns who are interested in the whole person 
(Grenz 4). As pastors and congregations seek to promote and experience shalom in the 
church community, such shalom will be a strong testimony to postmoderns of the 
authenticity of the Christian faith. 
The Role of the Denomination 
This study displayed a notable lack of interest in or support of denominational 
initiatives. While this may be disappointing to denominational leaders, I believe 
denominations still have a role to play. Denominational leaders need to see themselves 
less as promoters of a denominational agenda or service providers for pastors and more as 
brokers. Judicatories need to take note of what pastors perceive as contributing to their 
wellness and take measures to promote such practices and experiences. On the other 
hand, given that pastors prefer affinity groups, often comprised of clergy from different 
denominational affiliations over institutionally oriented groups, denominational leaders 
will need to consider how to promote denominational agendas in such a free-market 
system.  
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Economic realities, stemming from poor clergy health, may finally be gaining the 
attention of denominational leaders. Bob Wells identifies several denominations that are 
taking steps to improve clergy health in response to rising health costs and the specter of 
clergy shortages (“Which Way to Clergy Health”).  
Reflections on Seasons of Vocational Ministry 
Early in this study, I reviewed the metaphor of seasons. Seasons may be viewed 
from a chronological, life cycle, or metaphorical viewpoint. During the focus group phase 
of this study, I noted that participants did not reflect much on life cycles, whether their 
own as adults, their vocational life cycle, or that of their congregations. Although pastors 
did not often use the term “seasons” in focus group discussion, their description of 
facilitators or obstacles to wellness in Chapter 4 could be viewed from a seasonal 
perspective. I will not review these here but would like to comment on a few seasonal 
themes.  
Discussion on the first five years of vocational ministry has caused me to question 
whether a correlation can be established between a positive, affirmative ministry 
beginning and long-term pastoral wellness or ministry effectiveness. In this study 
participants demonstrated qualities of faith and reason that enabled them to process 
positive and negative experiences productively in their first years. While I concur that  
God works all things for the good of those who love him and are called according to his 
purpose (Rom. 8:28), it is my conviction that such a promise should not diminish the 
motivation of congregations, denominational leaders, or learning institutions to do more 
to ensure that the first ministry experience is life giving. Pastors in the study had very 
contrasting experiences in their first five years, yet each pastor seemed to have processed 
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the experience in a productive manner. This finding has caused this writer to question 
whether younger pastors possess a reserve of energy or faith not present to the same 
degree in older pastors who experience difficulties in ministry. Whereas I expected to see 
some correlation between the positive or negative experience of pastors in the first five 
years and their later wellness and effectiveness in ministry, such a correlation was not 
evident. The key appears to be in how well pastors process their experiences. With some 
studies documenting alarming fallout of pastors in their first five years of ministry, 
further research is needed concerning why pastors such as in this study carry on in 
vocational ministry while others drop out. All pastors experience stress in ministry. While 
it may appear that the difference between those who quit and those who stay has to do 
with the severity of the stress experienced, it may be also be that some pastors possess or 
cultivate ability to process such experiences better than others. One of the prerequisites of 
this study was that pastors have at least five years of vocational ministry experience; 
consequently, pastors in this study had somehow processed and, in most cases, moved on 
from their initial ministry experience. Several of the participants in this study affirmed 
the findings of Cook and Moorehead concerning the tempering of idealism that often 
accompanies one‟s first ministry experience. While young pastors may discover this 
tempering through the school of hard knocks, better preparation for, and assistance in 
processing difficult experiences may prevent disillusionment and premature ministry 
exits. Meeting with pastors who quit after an initial ministry experience could prove 
profitable in identifying principles for reducing ministry fall out and making initial 
ministry experiences as positive as possible.  
A concern that emerges from this study of pastoral wellness is the lack of 
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discussion on the subject of generativity: 
Generativity [original emphasis] is the concern for and commitment to 
promoting the next generation, through parenting, teaching, mentoring, 
and generating products and outcomes that aim to benefit youth and foster 
the development and well-being of individuals and social systems that will 
outlive the self. (McAdams and St. Aubin xx) 
 
Given the predominance of middle adult pastors in this study, the lack of attention to 
generativity is significant given the stage in life they are in. Pastors seeking wellness and 
judicatories seeking to promote wellness need to consider how to recapture this important 
theme. While generativity is an important task of clergy in their middle years, it is also 
one of the key developmental tasks in the age of adjustment. During the period of 
adjustment, younger clergy seek to form a mentor relationship that may last as few as two 
years to as many as ten years (Dayringer 6-7). Interestingly, focus group discussion of the 
first five years of ministry did corroborate the theme of mentorship. Providing structures 
for mentorship between younger and middle career pastors could be an important 
component of wellness for both groups.  
Those in positions of care for clergy need to assist clergy in experiencing healthy 
transitions through the seasons of vocational ministry. Pastors who are frequently 
involved in assisting others through their life passages may need assistance in negotiating 
their own (Baab). If Erickson is correct in his view that previous life cycles need to be 
resolved before generativity can occur, then churches and denominations seeking to raise 
up a younger crop of healthy clergy need to assist pastors in resolving their own life cycle 
issues. Otherwise, pastors will be less likely to engage in generative activity. 
The theme of generativity is also important from a theological perspective. 
Concern for the next generation is a prominent theme in both Old and New Testaments.   
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Paul in Philippians, demonstrated both the importance of collegial relationships and 
concern for his protégés. Paul‟s instructions to Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:2 further 
underscore the importance of disciples passing on to others what they have received. The 
Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20) as both taught and practiced by Jesus should concern 
all followers of Christ, and in particular, those who are leaders of the church. 
Of particular interest to this study of wellness in vocational ministry are the 
psychological benefits of generativity: “Generativity is experienced as both an inner 
desire and an age-appropriate demand whose successful engagement or resolution may 
enhance the generative adult‟s well-being and adaptation” (McAdams and St. Aubin xx).  
A feeling of concern for the next generation is insufficient. A truly generative person will 
translate concern into action. 
From a theological perspective, the only qualification needed is the conviction 
that the enterprise in which the church is engaged is not merely human. The church is 
concerned for the kingdom of God. Given their identity as ambassadors of Christ, the 
commitment of pastors to generativity should exceed those who lead secular enterprises. 
Paul serves again as an excellent model. Throughout Philippians Paul demonstrates a 
commitment to generativity. The conviction his imprisonment was advancing the gospel 
contributed to his experience of shalom. The conflict between two women in the church 
at Philippi was so serious it jeopardized the health of the church, which would impede its 
witness and affect Paul‟s wellness. 
Limitations of the Study 
In reflecting on the research method of this study, I have come to the following 
conclusions. First, the research questions could have been more distinct and precise. Less 
Grieve 133 
overlap between the research questions as well as in the interview protocol may have 
increased both the volume and quality of the data. Second, the research questions and 
interview protocol should have given greater attention to the metaphor of seasons. Third, 
even though discussion included reference to seasons, in general pastors did not easily 
engage in the subject. Asking pastors to speak about specific seasons they have 
experienced and how seasons impacted their wellness would have been beneficial for the 
sake of this study. Perhaps a specific approach to seasons would have been helpful such 
as focusing on seasons from a chronological, vocational life cycle, or psychological 
viewpoint. An undefined use of seasons was perhaps too broad for purpose of discussion. 
Fourth, most of the pastors who responded were in their early to late middle years. The 
requirement that participants have at least five years of vocational ministry was helpful, 
but no attempt was made to balance the ages of participants. A more varied age group 
may have yielded greater distinctions in identifying factors contributing to wellness at 
particular seasons in the vocational life cycle of clergy. Five, this study included only 
male clergy. The focus on male clergy was not part of the research design but due to a 
lack of available female clergy. Six, the majority of participants were Caucasian. Doing a 
similar study with a greater focus on multicultural pastors could yield valuable insights 
on the subject of wellness. Seeing the pastoral ministry from a less Western, more 
multicultural vantage point could prove beneficial, especially given the multicultural 
diversity of major urban centers. The comments of non-Canadian born pastors in this 
study were refreshing, insightful, and, in some cases, less secularized. Seventh, the focus 
group method of study may have inhibited pastors from sharing important items of a 
more personal nature. In Chapter 1 I reviewed numerous factors that contribute to clergy 
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stress. While focus group discussion corroborated several of these factors, pastors in a 
focus group setting appeared to limit themselves to discussion on relatively “safe” issues. 
This weakness in methodology could perhaps be remedied by using similar questions in a 
survey of pastors and perhaps follow up with focus group discussion. The data gathered 
from such an approach would benefit from both the confidentiality of a survey and the 
spontaneity of discussion. Eighth, the findings in this study could have been enriched by 
identifying the ages of participants enabling me to consider possible correlations between 
responses and age. Distinguishing among factors contributing to wellness during various 
ages or stages of ministry such as cited by Cook and Moorehead could prove valuable. In 
researching this issue further, the phenomenom of second career ministry will need to be 
considered. Research will need to ascertain whether factors contributing to wellness are 
defined primarily by age, stage of ministry, or both. Finally, quantifying data from the 
methodology employed in this study was not possible. Quantifying data would be 
possible through use of a survey instrument plus focus group discussion.   
Personal Reflections 
Three factors prompted me to pursue this study of pastoral wellness through the 
seasons of vocational ministry.  
First, I have been in vocational ministry for nearly thirty years. My ministry 
journey has included numerous high points as well as valleys. On several occasions while 
in the valleys, I have contemplated leaving vocational ministry. At certain points in my 
career, I have been on the verge of burnout. I know personally the feeling of being 
emotionally, spiritually, and physically depleted and have often questioned whether I 
possessed sufficient resources to carry on in vocational ministry. During a period of soul 
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searching, I heard about the Beeson Pastors‟ program at Asbury Theological Seminary. 
To be given an opportunity to step away from my ministry duties, experience in-depth 
relationships with ministry colleagues, and upgrade my ministry skills was a dream come 
true.  
The second contributing factor was a presentation by Dr. Leslie Andrews, dean of 
the Doctor of Ministry Program at Asbury, early in my sabbatical year. Dr. Andrews 
invited Beeson pastors to participate in a research project exploring seasons of ministry 
sponsored by the Lilly Foundation. While other Beeson pastors already had other 
research interests in mind, I was drawn to the subject of ministry seasons. In particular I 
desired to study the issue of wellness through the lens of ministry seasons.  
The third contributing factor is my burden for ministry colleagues. In the various 
churches I have served, I have known former pastors: some retired, some in business, and 
some unemployed who have left vocational ministry for various reasons. Some 
experienced burnout and were still emotionally fragile. As a pastor who has often felt on 
the verge of burnout, I have a deep concern for pastors who have been wounded in 
ministry, pastors who have left, and all who are struggling to carry on with their calling. I 
have also known many gifted laypersons who have been wounded in ministry. Far too 
many leaders, whether vocational or lay, have not found shalom in ministry, yet I believe 
that shalom is still God‟s ideal for the church. As pastors, church and judicatory leaders 
continue to promote, experience and steward shalom, churches will be renewed and 
become communities that bear witness to Jesus Christ who came that everyone might 
experience life to the full: 
Healthy leaders enhance lives—your own life, the lives of your family 
members, the lives of your congregation members, and the lives of those 
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in your community. Being healthy and feeling healthy bring energy and 
joy to your own life and work. Feeling healthy helps you to be an active, 
loving, and engaged member of your family. Being an effective leader in 
your ministry requires self-care and balance to respond to the complex 
issues and needs of people. Being healthy and having healthy relationships 
enables individuals and congregations to reach out into the community to 
invite new members and to meet the needs of the community. Healthy 
leaders and healthy congregations are the sign of a vital and meaningful 
church in the world. (Halaas ix) 
 
Through this study I believe I have come to a much richer understanding of factors 
affecting ministry wellness. I hope and pray this study will contribute to shalom in clergy, 
clergy families, congregations, and denominations. I am convinced that such shalom will 





 Thank you for your willingness to participate in this discussion. The purpose of 
my research is to discover factors that contribute to pastoral wellness throughout the 
seasons of vocational ministry. All of you are senior or solo pastors of evangelical 
churches. You have been in vocational ministry for at least five years. Seasons may be 
viewed chronologically or metaphorically. Some of you are still relative novices in 
ministry. Others of you are in your middle years. Some of you are nearing retirement. 
You are likely familiar with the biblical term shalom. It is commonly translated peace. It 
is a very rich term. It suggests wholeness or completeness. Shalom may be experienced 
by individuals as well as church congregations. In this study of pastoral wellness 
throughout vocational ministry, I am seeking to discover factors that enable pastors to 
experience shalom throughout their ministry careers.  
 Before we proceed I would like to propose the following structure. First, I want to 
assure you of confidentiality. I would like you to feel free to express any opinion without 
fear that it will be passed on. This discussion will take 1 ½ hours. Following our 
discussion lunch will be provided. I would also like to give you a complimentary book at 
the conclusion of our time as a thank you for the time you have invested in this project. I 
will be preparing an executive summary of this discussion and will be pleased to send it 
to any of you who request it. I would also like to request your permission to tape our 
discussion. This will make it easier for me to facilitate discussion and encourage a free 
flow of responses. I will be serving as group facilitator. This will be a discussion rather 
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than an interview. I encourage you to respond to each others‟ responses and not only to 
me as facilitator.  
Grand Tour Questions 
1. Describe a memorable experience from your first five years of ministry that 
affected your wellness—either positively or negatively. 
2. Tell us about some of the seasons you have experienced in vocational ministry. 
How have these seasons affected your wellness—either positively or negatively? 
3. What personal measures do you take to cultivate wellness? 
4. Talk about some of the obstacles that you have experienced in ministry that 
have negatively affected your wellness. 
5. What have you found helpful in your congregational relationships for 
sustaining wellness throughout your ministry? What have you found helpful in your 
denominational or district relationships for sustaining wellness? 
6. What advice would you give to pastors at various seasons of vocational 
ministry to cultivate or sustain wellness?  




Focus Group Correspondence 
 
 
January 10, 2006 
 
Dear   
 
 Greetings from Kingston! I hope you are feeling better and enjoying the unusually 
mild winter!  
 As you are aware, I took a ten-month sabbatical from July 2004-May 2005 as part 
of the Beeson Pastors‟ Program at Asbury Theological Seminary. The Asbury experience 
was terrific and stretching in many ways. I have completed all of the courses for the 
Doctor of Ministry degree with the exception of my thesis. I am happy to report that I 
already have a good start on my thesis since I and my Beeson colleagues were required to 
complete three of five chapters before leaving Kentucky. The subject I have chosen to 
research is: “Factors contributing to wellness throughout the seasons of vocational 
ministry.” To gather data for my research I will be setting up four focus groups 
comprised of 10-12 senior or solo evangelical pastors from: Toronto, Winnipeg, Calgary 
and Vancouver. I would like to meet with each focus group in the spring of 2006 for a 
focus group discussion.  
 The purpose of this letter is to request your assistance. In order to identify pastors 
to participate in the focus group discussions I need a point person in each of the cities 
cited. Given my background in the Christian and Missionary Alliance, it seems logical 
that I select CMA pastors as point persons. I am wondering if you would be willing to 
recommend 2-3 possible point persons from the ___________ District residing in the 
Toronto area who I could contact to assist me in setting up a focus group? I will contact 
the point persons once I receive your recommendation. The type of point persons I am 
looking for are those who are well respected across denominational lines and who are 
active in their local ministerial associations.  
 I know from years of relationship with District Superintendents that you already 
have a full plate and that your time is limited. Therefore any time that you are able to 
invest in my request is much appreciated!  
 I am sending you this by e-mail and will follow up with a hard copy. May I 





 Gordon Grieve 
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 Greetings once again from Kingston! I enjoyed speaking with you the other day 
and am delighted to hear that things are going well for you. I am so pleased that you have 
consented to be my point person in assembling a focus group in ______to discuss my 
area of research, i.e., “Factors contributing to wellness throughout the seasons of 
vocational ministry.” The following outlines the responsibilities: 
 Assist me in identifying 10-12 senior or solo evangelical pastors in ______ who 
would be willing to give a maximum of 2 hours of time to a focus group 
discussion. As per our previous discussion, I am proposing that the ______ 
meeting be held on Tuesday, April 25, 9:00-11:00 a.m. at ______________.  
 Provide coffee/juice for the discussion. 
 Participate in the focus group discussion.  
As an expression of thanks, each participant in the focus group discussion will be given a 
complimentary book.  
My goal _____, is to have each of my four focus groups (Toronto, Winnipeg, 
Calgary, Vancouver) assembled by the end of this month. So if you could kindly send me 
a list of prospective focus group members including phone numbers and e-mail addresses 
I would be most appreciative. Although I am aiming for 10-12 participants, it would 
probably be helpful if you could provide me with a contact list of perhaps 20 individuals 
that fit the criteria. Once again I am looking for: 
 Senior or solo pastors who have been in vocational pastoral ministry for at least 
five years. 
 Pastors from a range of evangelical churches, i.e,. whose churches or 
denominations are members of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada. Please feel 
free to include CMA pastors but my research will be stronger if the group is not 
stacked with Alliance pastors! 
Thanks again, _____! If at all possible, could you please send me the list of prospects 
within two weeks? That will give me some time to contact the prospects before the end of 
the month. 
 





February 21, 2006 
 
Dear Pastoral Colleagues, 
 
 Greetings from Kingston, Ontario! I trust that you are doing well and pray that 
you will experience God‟s grace in your life and ministry throughout 2006.  
 My name is Gordon Grieve. I am an ordained pastor with the Christian and 
Missionary Alliance in Canada. I have served in pastoral ministry since 1978 and have 
been a senior pastor for more than 20 years. From July 2004-May 2005 I was privileged 
to participate in the Beeson Pastors‟ Program at Asbury Theological Seminary in 
Wilmore, Kentucky. The Beeson program is a full scholarship Doctor of Ministry 
program in preaching and leadership. The Asbury experience was terrific and stretching 
in many ways. I have completed all of the courses for the Doctor of Ministry degree with 
the exception of my thesis. I am happy to report that I already have a good start on my 
thesis since I and my Beeson colleagues were required to complete three of five chapters 
before leaving Kentucky. The subject I have chosen to research is: “Factors contributing 
to wellness throughout the seasons of vocational ministry.” To gather data for my 
research I will be setting up four focus groups comprised of 10-12 senior or solo 
evangelical pastors from: Toronto, Winnipeg, Calgary and Vancouver. I would like to 
meet with each focus group in the spring, 2006 for a one time focus group discussion.  
 The purpose of this letter is to request your assistance. Your names were 
recommended to me by ____________, senior pastor of ______________in __________ 
as possible pastors to participate in the GTA focus group, Thursday, April 20, 2006, 2-4 
p.m., at _________________.  
From time to time I have received requests such as the one I am making of you. I 
know how busy pastoral life can be and am hesitant to ask for your help. Yet, I also 
believe that my research subject is an important one and hope that through my 
dissertation I will be able to make a contribution to pastoral and congregational health. I 
would be delighted if you would consider helping me. As an expression of my 
appreciation, I will be giving each focus group participant a complimentary book written 
by one of my favorite Beeson professors.  
Could you kindly reply to this e-mail at your earliest convenience? If you have 
any questions please feel free to contact me at any time. I may be reached by e-mail or by 








April 3, 2006 
 
Dear Pastoral Colleagues, 
 
 Greetings from Bayridge Alliance Church! I trust that you are doing well and pray 
that you will experience God‟s grace in your life and ministry throughout 2006.  
 My name is Gordon Grieve and I am the “relatively new” senior pastor of 
Bayridge Alliance. I am an ordained pastor with the Christian and Missionary Alliance in 
Canada. I have served in pastoral ministry since 1978 and have been a senior pastor for 
more than 20 years. From July 2004-May 2005 I was privileged to participate in the 
Beeson Pastors‟ Program at Asbury Theological Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky. The 
Beeson program is a full scholarship Doctor of Ministry program in preaching and 
leadership. The Asbury experience was terrific and stretching in many ways. I have 
completed all of the courses for the Doctor of Ministry degree with the exception of my 
thesis. I am happy to report that I already have a good start on my thesis since I and my 
Beeson colleagues were required to complete three of five chapters before leaving 
Kentucky. The subject I have chosen to research is: “Factors contributing to wellness 
throughout the seasons of vocational ministry.” To gather data for my research I will be 
setting up four focus groups comprised of 10-12 senior or solo evangelical pastors from: 
Toronto, Winnipeg, Calgary and Vancouver. I would like to meet with each focus group 
in the spring 2006 for a one time focus group discussion.  
 The purpose of this letter is to request your assistance. Prior to meeting with my 
focus groups I would like to have a “trial run” meeting with 10-12 senior or solo 
evangelical pastors from Kingston and the surrounding area. I am looking for pastors 
with at least five years of vocational ministry experience. I would be delighted if you 
would consider attending. The Kingston meeting will be held on Thursday, April 6, 2:00-
4:00 p.m. at Bayridge Alliance Church, 825 Gardiners Road. 
From time to time I have received requests such as the one I am making of you. I 
know how busy pastoral life can be and am hesitant to ask for your help. Yet, I also 
believe that my research subject is an important one and hope that through my 
dissertation I will be able to make a contribution to pastoral and congregational health. I 
would be delighted if you would consider helping me.  
If you know of other senior or solo pastors in the Kingston area that you think 
might be interested in participating, could you please forward their names and e-mail 
addresses to me? Thanks! 
Could you kindly reply to this e-mail at your earliest convenience? If you have 
any questions please feel free to contact me at any time. I may be reached by e-mail or by 
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